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There is an emerging sense, especially among 
young practitioners and scholars, that the planning 
field has lost its agency to incite positive change in our 
cities and regions.  The perceived trivialization of the 
planning profession originates in large part from a loss 
of professional identity, authority, and vision beginning 
with democratic reform movements in the 1960s and 
1970s.  Many argue that rather than formulators and 
implementers of forward-thinking plans, the profession 
is now reduced to administering code and facilitating 
process.  Others contend that the field’s redefined role 
gives it new legitimacy to tackle to pressing challenges of 
the 21st century.  This issue of Carolina Planning explores 
the relevancy and role of the planning profession through 
a rich array of analyses, case studies, and commentary.
The theme for this summer’s journal was inspired 
by UNC-Chapel Hill planning Professor Thomas J. 
Campanella, who captured the aforementioned zeitgeist 
of the field last summer in his powerful essay entitled: 
“Jane Jacobs and the Death and Life of American 
Planning”.  No longer capable of “bringing about more 
just, sustainable, healthful, efficient and beautiful cities,” 
he argues that the blame for the current state of the 
planning field rests squarely at the feet of Jane Jacobs and 
her contemporaries.  Campanella identifies three products 
of this adverse legacy: a) the abandonment of physical 
design as the disciplinary center of the planning field, b) 
the prioritization of public participation over professional 
judgment, and c) the loss of professional courage and 
vision.
In promoting and soliciting articles for this issue, 
reactions to the journal’s theme ranged from approval 
and interest, to surprise and objection.  Some questioned 
whether the profession was ever relevant and had anything 
to regain.  Others insisted that the profession’s relevance 
was never lost.  Each reaction, we surmise, reflects the 
different experiences and assumptions these individuals 
held about the planners’ proper role in a democratic 
society, whether as facilitator, mediator, technocrat, 
advocate, implementer, or administrator.  The pieces 
herein reveal these diverse, often opposing underlying 
views.  
This issue begins with four contributions from 
noted planning scholars and practitioners that take on the 
topic of relevancy directly.  Emil Malizia, Professor and 
outgoing Chair of UNC-Chapel Hill’s Department of City 
and Regional Planning argues that the profession needs 
to rediscover its original call to action: public health and 
safety.  He contends that planners marginalize themselves 
with weak goals like “livability” and vague slogans 
such as “making great communities happen” instead of 
addressing the fundamental dimensions of public interest. 
In contrast, MIT Professor of Urban Studies and Planning 
Lawrence Susskind warns against “bold visions” and 
sees calls to regain “agency” and “authority” as longing 
for a dreamed up past.  He asserts that planners should 
correct market failures—not impose an agenda or claim 
a monopoly on good ideas.  Alexander Garvin, of AGA 
Public Realm Strategists, attributes what he calls planners’ 
“marginal and diminishing role” to both a lack of vision 
and training focused on soft skills.  He calls for a new 
cadre of technologically savvy practitioners capable of 
producing implementable plans that are both financially 
and politically practical.  Nancy Grden, founder and first 
editor of Carolina Planning, concludes with a perspective 
from the private sector.  Grden sees the planner’s generalist 
toolbox as an asset rather than a liability and maintains 
that the field’s “core competencies” equip the profession 
to influence societal change.
Following this pertinent discussion, Ken Bowers and 
Dhanya Sandeep examine the relevancy of comprehensive 
planning.  Through a discussion of the process behind 
Raleigh’s recently adopted 2030 Comprehensive Plan, 
they demonstrate how the City transformed its planning 
framework to embrace a commitment to sustainability. 
As Raleigh planners look ahead to a new unified 
development ordinance, Bowers and Sandeep emphasize 
the importance of implementation, monitoring, and 
follow-through.
In “Expanding Our Influence: Embracing 
Controversy and Seizing Opportunity,” Ben Hitchings and 
Roger Waldon explore defining moments in the planning 
life of a community and argue that times of controversy 
present an opportunity to expand the influence of the 
profession.  The authors suggest four context-specific 
approaches planners should take to seize opportunity. 
Three case studies illustrate the challenges planners face 
and approaches pursued.
An international perspective is provided by Jill L. 
Grant and Chloe Gillis.  They examine the ascendance 
of new popular theories affecting planning discourse, 
processes, and outcomes through a case study of a 
development dispute in Halifax, Nova Scotia.  In “The 
Twisted Sisters:  Disputing Iconic Urban Design,” 
the authors recount how promoters of a high-rise 
development in Halifax used urban design ideas and 
creative class arguments to weaken historic preservation. 
The case provided part of the context within which 
Halifax ultimately developed urban design policies and 
plan processes that substitute public participation with 
professional expertise.
In “DesignRevival24:  An Example of Innovative 
Planning and Designer Volunteerism,” Scott Lagueux 
chronicles one group of planners and designers’ efforts to 
find inspiration during the Great Recession.  He recounts 
an intensive, 24-hour collaborative community design 
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initiative in Bluefield, West Virginia, where participating 
planners and designers left as reinvigorated as the rural 
community they came to serve.  Lagueux sees a future for 
similar, “jump start” events that both tap the passion and 
camaraderie of the profession and assist areas in need of 
revitalization.
Oksana Mironova and Scott Larson observe the 
planning profession through a historical perspective in 
“Regaining Legitimacy:  Equity Planning for the 21st 
Century.” The authors attribute the decline of planning to 
the ascendance of neo-liberalism and the rising influence 
of private interests in planning processes.  Mironova and 
Larson contend that the urban planning profession can 
regain its purpose and legitimacy only if it reconnects with 
the historic undercurrent of equity within the profession.
As part of our regular series of articles by members 
of the North Carolina Chapter of the American Planning 
Association, four contributors from across the state bring 
the relevancy discussion to a local context.  Judy Francis 
(N.C. Department of Environment and Natural Resources) 
describes the Western North Carolina Vitality Index, a 
product of the Mountain Resources Commission, and 
the need for tools that give decision-makers deliberate, 
quantitative metrics to measure sustainability.  Glenn 
Simmons (Winston-Salem and Forsyth County) examines 
the fiscal implications of different development patterns 
and suggests that his community should consider them 
in their upcoming comprehensive plan.  Corey Liles 
(Research Triangle Foundation) analyzes the major 
features of the new Research Triangle Park Master Plan. 
Lori Quinn (Charlotte-Mecklenburg) highlights how her 
department’s Area Plan Implementation Program helps 
bring plans of the shelf.
Continuing our long-standing tradition of 
recognizing exceptional graduate work at UNC-Chapel 
Hill’s Department of City and Regional Planning, we 
publish excerpts from the Best Master’s Project of 2011. 
We also bring you the latest campus news in our annual 
Student Connection piece and provide four student 
contributed book reviews.  To wrap up, we hear from 
Thomas J. Campanella himself on the relevancy topic, 
with his self-reflective and frank assessment of community 
opposition to a proposed train station and accompanying 
development in Hillsborough, North Carolina.
All disciplines go through identity crises at one stage 
or another, especially during periods of great societal 
upheaval.  Whether you believe the planning field is, was, 
or ever will be relevant, we hope the discourse herein 
is refreshing, stimulating, and timely.  These sorts of 
discussions constitute precisely the type of intellectual 
dialogue Carolina Planning seeks to promote between 
planning academia and practice.  We hope you will 
continue the debate within your own offices and agencies 
and begin defining anew the role of planning in the 21st 
century. 
Cover photo by Kevin Rockall.  Image taken of Charlotte, 
N.C. Retrieved from iofoto.com/bigstockphoto.com.
Printed by UNC Printing Services © 2012 UNC-
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Planning.  All rights reserved.
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David Daddio received his master’s degree in City and 
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While at DCRP, he focused on land use and transportation 
planning. He now works at the U.S. Department of 
Transportation’s Volpe National Transportation Systems 
Center in Cambridge, Massachusetts.
Ashley Williams is a 2013 master’s candidate in City and 
Regional Planning from UNC-Chapel Hill. She previously 
worked for the Urban Institute and is interested in housing 
and community development.
Carolina Planning is published with generous financial 
support from the John A. Parker Trust, the Department of City 
and Regional Planning at UNC-Chapel Hill, and the North 
Carolina Chapter of the American Planning Association.
We welcome your comments, suggestions, and submissions. 
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N e w  We b s i t e !
After many months of work, Carolina Planning is pleased to announce the official launch of its new website: 
http://carolinaplanning.unc.edu/.  This new web presence both extends the reach and impact of the Journal and provides 
unprecedented access to our archives.  While Carolina Planning will remain a print publication, all back issues will be 
available online.
Our back issue pages (http://carolinaplanning.unc.edu/back-issues/) provide easy access to over 500 original articles, 
commentaries, interviews, and book reviews from some of the most formative years of the planning field.  Contributors 
run the gamut—locally and nationally.
We encourage you to explore this vast resource and share it with your colleagues.
http://carolinaplanning.unc.edu/
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In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
when city and regional planning became a profession, 
planners did important work in the realms of public health, 
fire safety, natural resource conservation, civic and social 
reform, city efficiency, housing improvements, and city 
beautification.  The founders espoused many bold plans to 
shape the future of cities.  These long-range plans were to 
be both comprehensive and serve the public interest.  
Now, planners rarely participate in the dialogue 
about how cities should be planned and designed.  We 
ceded this ground to architects, geographers, sociologists, 
urban economists, real estate developers, attorneys, 
environmentalists, journalists, and others.  We are 
conspicuous by our absence.  We seem comfortable 
generating land use plans for local jurisdictions even 
though we know that integrated land use and transportation 
planning is needed at the regional scale.  We abandoned 
health and safety in favor of public welfare.  As a result, we 
embrace weak goals like “livability” and vague slogans like 
“making great communities happen” instead of addressing 
public interest dimensions of fundamental importance. 
We became facilitators of process and experts in public 
participation.  But we are timid to argue persuasively for 
evidence-based ideas about how to plan places and spaces 
in the visioning exercises we lead.
The American Planning Association’s leadership 
recognizes these problems and is trying to elevate the 
importance of the planning enterprise on many fronts. 
APA seeks to increase the status of the planning profession, 
assist planners in the trenches, find more effective ways 
to serve the public interest, and win stronger public and 
political support for planning.  To accomplish these 
important objectives requires a better understanding of 
how the planning field became narrow and what can be 
done to increase its relevance.





In this piece, four planners from a diversity of backgrounds provide their views on the role and future of the 
planning profession.  At times provocative and critical of the profession, these contributions are meant to 
encourage and provoke further conversation surrounding the purpose of our profession and the changes we 
need to make.     
Emil Malizia, FAICP, is Professor and outgoing Chair of the 
Department of City and Regional Planning at UNC-CH.  His 
expertise is in the related fields of real estate development, 
economic development and urban redevelopment.
Lawrence Susskind is the Ford Professor of Urban and 
Environmental Planning at MIT and Chief Knowledge Officer at 
the Consensus Building Institute.
Alexander Garvin combines a career in urban planning and 
real estate with teaching, architecture, and public service. He 
is President and CEO of AGA Public Realm Strategists and 
Adjunct Professor of Urban Planning and Management at Yale 
University, where he has taught for 45 years.
Nancy L. Grden is General Manager for Genomind, a 
personalized medicine company for neuropsychiatry.  With 
a background in planning, she has significant experience in 
development, entrepreneurship, and partnerships in the private 
and public sectors.
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From Substance to Process
The critical period was the 1960s 
and early 1970s.  Before that time, city 
and regional planning was primarily 
physical planning that guided land 
use and coordinated infrastructure 
investments.  The public interest 
was served by accommodating and 
mitigating the impacts of urban 
growth.  The newly established 
Department of Housing and Urban 
Development provided funding for 
local comprehensive planning, whereas 
other federal agencies required local 
planning to access various domestic 
assistance programs.
Three movements had profound impacts during this 
period, and planners changed their approach to practice 
in response.  The anti-war movement engendered an anti-
establishment mindset that questioned top-down notions 
of what was best.  The civil rights movement emphasized 
local self-determination and the importance of democratic 
participation at the grass roots level.  The environmental 
movement revealed the destructive impacts of economic 
growth and urban development.  In addition, the urban 
riots demonstrated the failure of urban renewal to address 
the real problems of the urban poor.  
As part of “the establishment,” city planning came 
under fire during the 1960s and 1970s for “top-down” 
planning.  Jane Jacobs became the most famous critic 
exposing the flaws of planning thought and action during 
that period.  Planners were associated with modernist 
architecture, especially for public housing projects, that 
imparted the negative image of density that plagues us to 
this day.  Planners were trapped by physical determinism 
that helped justify super blocks, super highways, and the 
use of urban renewal to destroy viable neighborhoods. 
Finally, physical planning seemed inadequate and less 
salient than the emerging fields of environmental planning, 
social policy planning, and community and economic 
development.  
Until that time, the theory of planning primarily 
consisted of normative ideas about cities and regions.  With 
the ascendance of the Chicago School, planning theory 
was linked to the social decision-making process.  The 
normative issue became good planning process, not good 
urban form, and planners were tasked with participating 
in that process.  Process theory evolved from rational 
decision making to satisficing, incrementalism, advocacy, 
and other more recent strands.  Process theory has had 
positive impacts on practice that should not be ignored. 
Planners now listen to the public and work hard to turn 
vague and conflicting ideas into consensus visions of the 
future.  Planners are now suspicious of designs for the 
built environment that have no connection to the day-to 
day behavior of urban residents.  Planners often function as 
fair arbiters when urban growth and development conflicts 
with conservation and preservation of resources.
However, this shift to process imposed significant 
costs.  As noted, planners are seldom part of debates about 
the “good city.”  We learned much about the spatial behavior 
of households, firms and local institutions, but we have not 
found consistent and effective ways to use this knowledge 
of the city to inform normative views (see Table 1). 
Furthermore, participatory planning has weaknesses 
that cannot be easily overcome.  No participatory process 
can truly represent the existing community.  Any input or 
feedback planners receive is biased by class, age, race, 
and education, among other factors.  Although a strident 
minority can have its way or an overpowering majority 
can ignore minority interests without consequence, the 
more serious problem is representing future members of 
the community who will be affected by planning.  Which 
existing stakeholder can represent the interests of future 
in-migrants or unborn children?
Recovering Relevance
Normative theory about cities and regions is needed 
to help us become more rational about our ends—means 
rationality is not sufficient.  With substantive/ends 
rationality trumping process and procedural rationality, 
planning could become wiser as well as more efficient.  We 
need to use behavioral theory and empirical evidence based 
on that theory to do more than point out the unintended 
consequences of public intervention.  We should use what 
we know to forecast potential outcomes.  
Our knowledge base about economic, social, and 
environmental forces is far from complete.  Still imperfect 
knowledge of existing and future behavior can provide 
useful ideas about the way cities should be planned and 
designed.  Planners can re-enter the debate about the 
good city with facts that may be more compelling than 
the untested opinions that abound.  Planners could apply 
this knowledge to find what works in specific geographic 
contexts to test new forms of practice.  
We can become more relevant by redefining planning 
in terms of three basic tenets.  First, we need to define 
the public interest as achieving public health and safety. 
Physical and economic security is deemed very important 
Theory & 
Practice on:
Cities & Regions The Planning Process
Normative • Pre 1960 focus
• Good city form & 
function
• Best location of the 
planning function
• Post 1960 focus
• Planning as social 
decision making 
process
Positive • Post 1960 focus
• Empirical studies of place 
& space
Table 1:  Changes in Planning Theory & Practice Pre to Post 1960
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move from neighborhood to city to region without having 
jurisdictional constraints become binding.
  Planners and Planning 
Trying to Find Their 
Way in the World
Lawrence Susskind
If you were lost in the woods, what would you do? 
You would try to find your way out, of course.  You would 
need to get your bearings, figure out where you were 
headed, and navigate appropriately given the terrain in 
which you were trapped.  Some of my planning colleagues 
at the University of North Carolina appear to be lost. 
Moreover, they think the whole profession has lost its way 
– lost its professional identity, given up whatever authority 
it once had, and misplaced its vision of the future. 
Let’s look more closely at how and why the North 
Carolina folks are feeling so disoriented.  They seem to 
have awakened from a dream in which planners had the 
authority to tell everybody what to do, the power to impose 
their will on anyone who didn’t agree with them and a 
monopoly on good ideas.  Ah, now I see the problem.  They 
were dreaming about a place and time that never existed. 
So, of course, they are feeling out of sorts now that they 
have opened their eyes.
The primary reason that planning and planners 
exist in the 21st century is because markets of all kinds 
inevitably fail.  As any student of economics knows, 
markets and free enterprise, when left unchecked, create 
monopolies.  Those who control capital gobble up smaller 
companies in a never-ending quest to increase their return 
to capital.  And, that’s what is happening in our political 
economy. In addition, we know that markets generate 
externalities, especially as free riders try to take whatever 
advantage they can.  And, we know that free enterprise 
underinvests in or entirely ignores the need to maintain 
and provide public goods.  Furthermore, unfettered 
markets do not provide opportunities for people without 
sufficient resources – intellectual or financial capital – to 
get into the game. Markets have no inclination to correct 
these asymmetries.  Only government or civil society 
(or the two working together) can provide the regulatory 
oversight needed to constrain monopolies and police 
free riding (thereby guaranteeing the public the freedom 
of choice it wants). Only government and civil society 
working together can ensure sufficient investment in and 
management of common pool resources.  And, finally, only 
democratically-elected governments can guarantee basic 
fairness (i.e. Constitutional rights) by enforcing the rule 
of law and imposing redistributive policies. It is the job 
by the community, and public health is broad enough 
to encompass all areas of planning from the physical to 
the economic/financial.1  Identifying public health and 
safety as primary goals would provide a sound basis for 
defending ideas about sustainability, smart growth, transit-
oriented development, and the like. The profession would 
join others addressing life-and-death issues and enjoy the 
positive recognition that would follow. 
The other two basic tenets suggest the means by 
which we should pursue health and safety goals.  Following 
Mumford’s admonishment to see things whole, planning 
should become more comprehensive.  APA’s current effort 
to re-think the comprehensive plan in light of global 
environmental challenges underscores this tenet (PAS 
Report Number 567).  Comprehensive planning needs to 
be more inclusive to remain relevant, but comp plans will 
not succeed if they remain jurisdiction bound.  Planning 
must expand its geographic scope to the regional scale to 
become truly comprehensive.2 
Third, planners need to extend the planning horizon 
significantly to address health and safety goals effectively. 
Planning for time horizons beyond 20 or 30 years should 
become the norm.  Planners have the expertise to blend 
forecasts, behavioral and technical knowledge, and 
alternative designs to define the planning agenda.  With 
control of the agenda, planners will gain considerable 
authority.  The point is not to reestablish top-down planning 
with no public input.  Rather, the intent is to channel public 
participation into evidence-based debate that would render 
the input far more useful.  
Beyond these three tenets, planners need to do more 
than formulate better long-term comprehensive plans. 
Using government powers to regulate, tax and spend, we 
need to implement plans.  The acid test of professional 
relevance will rest on our ability to take meaningful 
actions that make communities healthier and safer places 
by changing the regional landscape for the better in the 
years ahead.  
Endnotes
1 In the 19th and early 20th centuries, the emerging 
planning profession was trying to reform cities that were 
disease-ridden and dangerous places.  Planners helped 
improve public health and safety by reducing the incidence 
of the infectious diseases inflicting urban dwellers with 
sanitary and storm sewers, paved streets, safe drinking 
water, better housing, public parks and open space, 
public transportation, zoning, subdivision regulations, 
building codes, and suburban neighborhoods.  Today, 
we are confronted with the chronic conditions associated 
with sedentary lifestyles and poor nutrition. Although the 
alarming increase in chronic disease among Americans has 
many causes, the built environment is certainly extremely 
important when it comes to the social and economic costs 
of unhealthy lifestyles.  
2 This is not to say that all planning problems need to be 
addressed at the regional scale.  We need to find ways to 
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pointed out policies, programs and projects that can ensure 
greater fairness while enabling groups with conflicting 
priorities a out these to reconcile their differences?; (4) 
Have we suggested ways in which new technologies, new 
institutional arrangements and changes in public policy 
can help communities come closer to realizing their goals?; 
(5) Have we successfully implemented what stakeholders 
and officials were trying to accomplish?
In their new book, Practical Wisdom, Barry Schwartz 
and Ken Thorpe, point out that rules and incentives won’t 
be sufficient to achieve these goals. To get better results, 
anyone providing professional services must figure out 
what the right reasons are for doing the right things in each 
situation.  Aristotle called knowing the right thing to do 
in a specific situation, “practical wisdom”. He dubbed it 
the highest virtue.  In training professional planners we 
need to help them figure out the right things to do for the 
right reasons.  And, while moral judgments are always 
open to interpretation, it is our job to press students to be 
explicit about their ethical obligations and not just their 
technical responsibilities. As Schwartz and Thorpe point 
out, professionals engaged in every-day efforts to promote 
social, political and environmental improvements will 
have much happier lives if they can explain who they are 
trying to help and why. 
I don’t think planners are lost. I don’t think they have 
gone astray. They just need to be reminded what they are 
trying to achieve and why.  We are training implementation 
specialists committed to helping government and civil 
society improve the quality of life, particularly for those 
least able to fend for themselves, in the face of the inevitable 
failures of markets and free enterprise.
  Empowering the 
Planning Profession
Alexander Garvin
Dwight Eisenhower once remarked, “Plans are 
worthless, but planning is everything” (1957).  Indeed, 
plans that change nothing are worthless.  There are a small 
number of plans however, that helped to change daily life 
for the better.  The 1909 Plan of Chicago, for example, led 
to the widening of more than 100 miles of arterial streets 
and to the conversion of the shore of Lake Michigan into a 
nearly continuous twenty-four-mile strip of parkland.  Plans 
can be useful, but as Eisenhower understood very well, 
anyone who wants to change anything must do more than 
publish a document—they must engage in a process that 
leads to actual changes to a neighborhood, city, suburb, or 
region.  Sadly, today very few people who call themselves 
of planners and planning to help accomplish these goals. 
While government and civil society often fall victim to 
problems of their own, like corruption, they are the only 
antidote to market failure.  
Planners should be experts in building the social 
and political capital required to legitimize government 
efforts to regulate runaway markets.  One way in which 
the power of markets can be channeled productively is to 
help define and protect property rights.  They should also 
take the lead in investing in public goods and ensuring that 
basic research accumulates.  These provide a platform on 
which markets can build.  Planners need to do all these 
things in ways that emphasize transparency, accountability, 
and the overarching importance of scientific and technical 
information; otherwise, they won’t be viewed as legitimate.
So, to my North Carolina friends, wake up!  Get with 
it. Your job is to equip the next generation of planners 
to take concerted action to improve the quality of life, 
especially for those who don’t have the resources to do 
this for themselves.  You’ll have to prepare your students 
to operate on international, national and regional policy 
levels as well as at the municipal and neighborhood scale. 
To have “agency” (as you call it), your graduates will have 
to understand the dynamics of  the elaborate institutional 
web in which they must operate, either in this country or 
elsewhere.  They will need a range of tools to enable a 
full spectrum of stakeholders and decision-makers to 
reach informed agreements; and, they must be sufficiently 
humble to realize that the systems and networks they are 
tinkering with are much too complex and unpredictable to 
be modeled or manipulated with confidence.  
Many years ago, I argued that planners could 
and should establish their competitive advantage by 
emphasizing their ability to catalyze action and help 
stakeholders and government administrators get things 
done—this would make them “implementation specialists.” 
Other professions might think they know what needs to be 
done, but planners should be the ones who can actually 
make things happen. Sometimes this requires knowing 
how to design small-scale experiments, monitor the 
results, and then get the parties to agree on the continuous 
adjustments required to move forward.  Sometimes it 
might mean forging agreement about what hasn’t worked 
in the past and why.  If planners want to get better at doing 
these things, they must have confidence in their ability to 
improvise.  Are you ready to do that?  Will your curriculum 
and pedagogical strategies achieve these goals? 
What we don’t need are planners with “bold visions” 
who think their expertise entitles them to define for others 
what their lives should be like.  And, what we don’t want 
are planners who think that their grand visions are more 
valuable then the collaborative efforts that stakeholders 
can achieve on their own. Instead, our measures of success 
as a profession probably should be: (1) Have we helped 
people understand how to anticipate and respond to market 
failures?; (2) Have we created adequate ways for them to 
participate in decisions that affect their lives?; (3) Have we 
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assert itself “with ever growing insistency” until proposed 
changes actually happen.
I can hear the outraged chorus of “planners” 
objecting to this vision-forward and technology-based 
approach.  They will assert that it “excludes” the public 
from determining its own destiny and transfers power to 
a small group of “elite” planning professionals.  On the 
contrary: individuals, who are trained to use these new 
technologies, and do so successfully, will empower the 
public.  For the first time, every citizen will be able to select 
among different practical, financeable, and implementable 
alternatives (some proposed by one team of planners and 
some by other planners) and decide on which future they 
wish to select for their community. 
Isn’t it time for some university to hire a faculty that 
will devise a curriculum that will help future city planners 
learn the skills they need to return to the business of 
change?! 
References
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Consider the following headlines in 2012:
“Zappo’s Founder Tony Hsieh Spends $350 Million 
of His Own Money to Make Sin City (Las Vegas) a 
Start-Up Hub” (BusinessWeek )
“50 Most Innovative Companies - James Corner Field 
Operations Redesigns Urban Industrial Remnants” 
(Fast Company)
“PPACA (National Health Reform) Opens Door for 
States to Privatize Medicaid” (Kaiser Foundation)
“Hampton Roads Fortune 500 CEOs Team Up With 
Cities to Explore Shared Service Pilot” (Virginian-
Pilot)
Every day, news and media channels abound with 
examples of new players, especially in the private sector, 
taking the reins of areas traditional managed by urban and 
regional planners.  It is easy to interpret these significant 
changes as evidence that our discipline is no longer relevant 
and serves a trivial function in today’s society.
city planners engage in this sort of change-oriented activity 
and thus cannot be said to engage in planning.
Community leaders, visionaries, reformer-critics, 
bankers, architects, landscape designers, public officials, 
and private developers are among the many people 
who work hard at changing things.  They may not call 
themselves planners, but they are today’s neighborhood, 
city, suburban, and regional planners.  Most people who do 
call themselves planners collect data, fill out forms, prepare 
environmental impact statements, process applications for 
government action (to change zoning or approve suburban 
subdivisions or shopping malls), or play some other passive 
role.  The rest do little more than facilitate public meetings 
that empower others to do the planning. 
The planning profession itself is responsible for 
the marginal and diminishing role it currently plays in 
changing things.  Over the past fifty years planners gave 
up their role in providing skilled services that could not be 
provided by anybody else involved in planning.  Instead 
planning education concentrates on “policy” rather than 
design, engineering, finance, or other practical skills. 
Secondly, people entering the field are no longer trained 
to devise inspiring visions of the future.  Lastly, planners 
do not learn how to assess financial feasibility in a manner 
that will convince a developer, a financial institution, or 
an investor; inspire a suitable implementation entity to 
adopt a project or take the steps necessary to create one; 
build public support; or identify and obtain the necessary 
legislative action.
It should surprise no one that elected public officials 
and operating agency administrators believe it is their 
role, rather than an urban planner’s role, to make and 
administer policy.  Consequently, they are ready to reduce 
funding for “urban planners” who are not doing anything 
administrators cannot do themselves.  Moreover, planners’ 
inability to play any particularly distinctive role results in 
their frequent replacement by other bureaucrats.  These 
bureaucrats can process paper without making policy 
pronouncements or delay projects they dislike for policy 
reasons. 
To paraphrase Daniel Burnham, the co-author of 
what is arguably the nation’s first and most successful 
comprehensive plan, most 21st century city planners ‘make 
little plans’ that do not ‘stir the blood.’ Yet, the computer and 
the internet provides the profession with the opportunity 
to create appealing visions along with the financing, 
marketing, and implementation strategies to bring them to 
fruition.  Younger planners and some schools responded 
to this need to define for the profession a new, enhanced 
role by developing skills in Google Earth, Geographic 
Information Systems (GIS), Adobe Photoshop, Microsoft 
Excel, or the other computer, and internet resources.  These 
new technologies provide planners with the ability to 
display information and ideas in a manner that everybody 
can understand, organize this information in a convincing 
manner, and project the vision of a better future that can 
inspire the public.  That is the kind of planning that can 
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engagement was establishment of the company’s “National 
Advisory Board on Improving Health Care for Seniors and 
People with Disabilities,” which was unique for a private 
company, yet common in the public sector. 
Anticipating dominoes/interdependencies is also 
a perpetual issue in the private sector and one that 
is frustrating for all audiences – i.e. how to address, 
politically, culturally, and programmatically, the complex 
but siloed web of social services, housing, transportation, 
and education for recipients.  
Taking the long-term view, despite short-term state 
budget challenges, was equally important in considering 
funding, medical programs that address the patient 
holistically, and long-term services that support consumer 
independence.  The company coalesced internal program 
development staff with external advocates and policy 
experts to design new systems of care that are both cost-
effective and simplified for consumers to navigate.
So how can the practice and profession of planning 
exert its leadership in the future?  Graduate planning 
programs are uniquely situated to bring together thought 
leaders, practitioners, and students to cross-pollinate 
ideas and applications for building the relevancy of the 
profession.  For example, programs can create curricula, 
task forces, and/or freestanding “centers for public sector 
innovation,” patterned on centers of entrepreneurism or 
innovation found in business schools.  These programs 
would encourage students to seek internships and work 
experience in the private sector and other “sites of 
influence,” especially those companies which work through 
a public-private model.  They could develop and implement 
training curricula in the core competencies and supplement 
with outside adjunct faculty and mentors/coaches who 
continue to train on these techniques in multiple settings. 
Programs could establish joint degree programs across the 
university, such as joint planning and business, or joint 
planning and health sciences. They could assist graduating 
students with placements in non-traditional planning jobs 
and careers, such as corporate development and strategic 
planning, privatized IT service companies, and venture 
capital/development organizations. They could also seed 
fund and provide technical support to start-up companies 
focused on social entrepreneurism to solve public sector 
problems.
Planning by its nature is visionary.  The planning 
profession, and the people it attracts, must lead in bringing 
these ideals and practices to today’s rapidly changing 
world.
I feel the reverse is true – and planning is more relevant 
than ever!  However, the profession needs to re-invent 
itself to influence and adopt new and emerging models of 
inciting change in society today.  The planning discipline 
is not alone in its need for re-invention.  Institutions and 
endeavors ranging from journalism to higher education 
to finance are seeking new models of engagement and 
relevance in today’s rapidly changing world.  The planning 
field is evolving from more centralized centers of subject 
matter expertise to models that influence through multiple 
levels of leadership and collaboration among experts. 
Fortunately, planners are particularly well equipped to lead 
and influence change in society.  The planning profession’s 
core competencies – (1) managing multiple constituencies, 
(2) anticipating dominoes/interdependencies, and (3) 
taking the long-term view – are core tenets and areas of 
training not encouraged in many professions, let alone 
implemented.
Planning no longer just happens through federal, 
state, or local planning offices.  Planners need to consider 
alternative “sites of influence” from which to lead and 
effectuate change – companies from the Fortune 500 
to start-ups, non-profits, and web entities.  Expanding 
relationships with these alternative organizations opens 
new opportunities for new forms of collaboration, 
information sharing, and leadership.  As one example, 
public-private partnerships are an evolving and successful 
structure to bring together private sector resources that can 
address public sector challenges.  Private sector partners 
who understand and have experience with the public sector 
are as important as public sector partners who understand 
and have experience in the private sector.
Consider Medicaid and Medicare, two public 
healthcare programs managed by the private sector. 
Signed into law in 1965, these programs cover over 30% 
of Americans, and will increase significantly with full 
implementation of the Patient Protection and Affordable 
Care Act (ACA) in 2014. 
Over two-thirds of Medicaid beneficiaries are 
covered through private sector managed care and insurance 
programs.  One such company is Amerigroup, a Fortune 
500 company with only government clients.  I served as 
their Chief Marketing Officer, which proved to be a unique 
opportunity to experience how the public and private 
sectors can work together to achieve a common goal – 
improving the quality and affordability of healthcare for 
the poor and the elderly.  The experience emphasized for 
me the importance of bringing planning principles such as 
the three mentioned above into everyday business practice. 
The company has its own well-developed, strategic 
planning process, not relegated to the periphery, but instead 
led by engaged company executives.  
Managing multiple constituencies is a hallmark of 
public sector managed care, ranging from policy-makers, 
the medical community, advocates and adversaries, to the 
patients and members themselves.  One solution to create 
continuous private, consumer, and public sector stakeholder 
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Service report titled Sustaining Places.  Next, common 
criticisms of comprehensive planning are addressed.  The 
article then transitions to a discussion about the City of 
Raleigh, beginning with a brief history of comprehensive 
planning there, followed by a detailed examination of the 
process of creating Raleigh’s 2030 Comprehensive Plan 
from both a technical and participatory point of view.  The 
last section concludes by showcasing the comprehensive 
plan as an important document that will have a significant 
impact on future growth patterns in the city, and with 
proper maintenance, will remain relevant for years to 
come.
Making Comprehensive Planning Relevant:  
Raleigh’s 2030 Comprehensive Plan
Ken Bowers
Dhanya Purushothaman Sandeep
This article explores the relevance of the planning profession and the value of comprehensive plans as an 
effective planning tool, through a single case study: Raleigh’s recently adopted 2030 Comprehensive Plan. 
The plan is simultaneously a blueprint for the future and a forum for an ongoing discussion about the future of 
Raleigh.  The plan achieved these outcomes by virtue of the process that created it, the framework under which 
it is implemented, and the standing commitment to keep the plan current and accountable over time.  Raleigh’s 
success story with the adoption of the 2030 Comprehensive Plan highlights the role of comprehensive plans 
in guiding communities towards long-term success.   
Ken Bowers, AICP, is the Deputy Planning Director for the 
City of Raleigh, NC.  He has 15 years of professional planning 
experience in the public and private sectors preparing 
comprehensive plans, economic development strategies, and 
market studies.
Dhanya Purushothaman Sandeep is an Urban Planner with 
eight years of experience working with the City of Raleigh 
Department of City Planning Comprehensive Planning Division. 
Her areas of special interest include comprehensive planning, 
urban design, and international economic development.     
The urban planning profession suffers from a long-
standing identity crisis.  In planning programs across the 
nation, degree candidates begin their first semester with a 
course in Planning Theory, which they quickly discover is 
concerned less with theories of good planning and more 
with questioning fundamental legitimacy of the field. 
They then branch out into a field of study so diffuse that it 
lacks an identifiable core curriculum.  It is entirely possible 
to graduate with a Master’s degree in Planning without a 
thorough understanding of zoning law, how to develop 
a site plan, or the rudiments of transportation planning. 
Having left behind its focus on physical planning, the field 
is now so broad in terms of its scope that it is increasingly 
difficult to explain what its practitioners actually do.  
The comprehensive plan is one of the oldest tools 
in the contemporary planner’s toolbox.  The goal of 
comprehensive planning—to guide the growth of an 
entire community over a multi-decade timeframe—is at 
once audacious and, to the critics of planning, a prime 
example of planners’ hubris.  If comprehensive planning 
can be made relevant, then perhaps there is hope for the 
profession after all.
This article first explores the case for Comprehensive 
Planning, drawing in part from a recently published 
American Planning Association Planning Advisory 
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conformance with comprehensive plans.  They are also 
a valuable source of information and guidance to private 
parties involved in the development process; providing 
greater predictability to the future public investment 
priorities and to the development process.  Finally, 
comprehensive plans are a resource for those seeking 
general information on how a particular place may change 
over the next 20 years, as well as those who want or need 
to understand how the public sector plans to respond to 
particular issues and problems.2  
Critiques of Comprehensive Planning
While the intent of this essay is to highlight the 
significance of comprehensive plans as effective policy 
documents, it is important to acknowledge their potential 
limitations.  Formal governmental attempts to influence 
growth and development have always been controversial. 
It is possible to govern a municipality without a 
comprehensive plan; many cities have done so, and 
some planners even recommend it.3  Much of this critical 
thinking has its roots in the evolution of planning history. 
Public and academic attention to planning peaked in the 
great debate of the 1930s and 1940s between proponents 
of planning such as Karl Mannheim, Rexford Tugwell, 
and Barbara Wootton and the defenders of ‘free markets’ 
and laissez faire such as Friedrich Hayek and Ludwig Von 
Mises.4  By the 1950s the debate resolved, resulting in 
security for planning, and shifting concern and attention 
to planning techniques and alternative institutional 
structures.  In an alternative view, Lindblom, Wildavsky, 
and other critics of planning suggest that government 
actions should not be guided by long range planning or 
attempts at comprehensive coordination, but by increased 
reliance on existing political bargaining processes.5 
This view assumed that political competition, like 
market competition, eliminates the need for independent 
government action, planning, and coordination.6 
However, several of these traditional and contemporary 
arguments are much debated and have evolved over time. 
Another criticism against comprehensive plans is 
their long-term focus.  Comprehensive plans are typically 
based on a 20- to 30-year projection of future growth 
trends.  However, it is impossible to construct a reliable 
forecast over such a time period because of the likelihood 
of unforeseen events and the fact that the future is seldom 
a linear continuation of past trends.  Imagine the citizens 
of Raleigh embarking on a “Vision 1950” plan in the 
summer of 1927.  They would have missed the Great 
Depression and WWII, two major events that changed 
the trajectory of the nation.  New York City planners in 
the 1970s talked of planned shrinkage as the inevitable 
response to continued urban decline.  They failed to see 
the dramatic drop in urban crime and resurgent value of 
a central location to specialized economic activities that 
would drive a dramatic turn-around in the City’s fortunes. 
Thus, the long term perspective of the document 
makes it a less effective tool to guide day-to-day, short-
The Case for Comprehensive Planning
The case for comprehensive planning rests on 
three pillars: the Standard City Planning Enabling Act 
(SCPEA) of 1928, the public provision of infrastructure, 
and the need to provide a consistent policy framework 
across political cycles.
Zoning, the first pillar, is the primary legal tool local 
governments use to shape land use and implement the 
goals set forth in the comprehensive plan.  The original 
enabling act of 1928 for zoning, promulgated by the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce and the starting point for most 
land use statutes nationwide, states that “zoning should be 
drawn in accordance with a comprehensive plan.” While 
the case law interpretation of this phrase varies from state 
to state, and some states have gone further than this in 
linking planning and zoning, the intent is clear—zoning 
grows out of a larger, comprehensive policy framework.  
The second pillar, which distinguishes a 
comprehensive plan from a simple land use plan, is the 
inclusion of various “system” elements which relate to 
physical development such as transportation, water and 
sewer utilities, housing, natural resources and systems, 
etc.  Ideally the land use element of the plan is coordinated 
with the carrying capacity of the community and plans for 
the future provision of infrastructure.  The coordination 
of public investment in infrastructure projects—each with 
long lead times, extensive life spans, and high costs—with 
private development, is fundamental to comprehensive 
planning.
The third pillar of support for comprehensive 
planning is its consistency and applicability over the long 
term, which promotes policy stability across changing 
political cycles.  Local elected officials are frequently 
called upon to make discretionary decisions that impact 
the physical development of a community—whether to 
fund a particular infrastructure project, grant a special 
use permit or rezoning petition, or impose impact fees to 
offset the costs of growth.  Elected bodies need technical 
guidance in making these important independent physical 
development decisions, which will have cumulative, long-
term impacts on the community.  The Comprehensive Plan 
is the technical document which establishes long-range 
policies for the physical development of the community in 
a coordinated, unified manner.1  In the absence of a well-
considered and adopted policy framework, such decisions 
often become popularity contests based on whoever is 
most effective in turning people out to the official public 
hearing forum.  Because the composition of the governing 
body may change every few years, grounding decisions in 
adopted policy can provide a greater level of certainty to 
private stakeholders in the community that applications 
in conformance with the comprehensive plan are more 
likely to gain approval.
Beyond the basic pillars of justification outlined 
above, there are other benefits of comprehensive 
plans.  Since World War II, the federal government 
has increasingly conditioned financial assistance on 
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use plan and other new developments continue to retain 
the old grid system established by the Christmas Plan.
The “City Beautiful” movement of the early 20th 
century created a great deal of interest in many cities to 
prepare plans to guide their future growth.  In 1913, the 
Raleigh Woman’s Club hired Charles Mulford Robinson, 
a New York landscape architect to prepare a plan for 
Raleigh.  Following the pattern of many City Beautiful era 
plans, Robinson’s plan for Raleigh primarily addressed 
appearance without addressing growth, development, or 
plan implementation.  The 1913 plan focused on aesthetic 
design attributes and suggested elimination of overhead 
power lines, burial of conduits, inclusion of landscaping, 
street lighting, parks and open space, and control of 
building heights.  The primary preoccupation was on 
reducing the impact of the negative imagery of clutter and 
strip development.  However, the recommendations of 
this plan were not implemented as it was not an officially 
adopted document and Raleigh had entered into a period 
of rapid expansion.  The same issues explored in this 1913 
plan remain relevant even to this day, with only the scope 
term development decisions in the face of dynamic 
and unforeseen economic and market fluctuations. 
In such situations, conflicts often arise between the 
generalized land use recommendations enumerated in 
comprehensive plans and specific new opportunities 
presented by changing market forces.  If such 
unforeseen development opportunities were to bring 
forth larger economic and social benefits, conflicting 
comprehensive plan recommendations would impede 
good land use and development decisions, causing 
loss of economic opportunity for communities keen 
on attracting growth.  
Modern criticism against comprehensive plans 
is substantiated by a legal provision of the SCPEA. 
While this planning act served as an impetus to the 
birth of comprehensive plans around the nation, it also 
endorsed an ambiguous legal provision upheld by a 
majority of state courts exempting the adoption of a 
comprehensive plan as a pre-requisite to the adoption 
of a zoning law.  While several state legislations 
opted to make the preparation of comprehensive 
plans either mandatory or conditionally mandatory, 
a few decided to leave it optional, undermining the 
legal role of comprehensive plans in implementing 
zoning law.  
Comprehensive Plans are expensive and labor-
intensive undertakings.  Lacking a legal mandate, 
many smaller- to mid-sized communities will see 
no compelling reason to invest their limited staff 
time, money, and resources into the preparation and 
maintenance of a comprehensive plan.  Rather than 
being driven by a comprehensive or strategic vision, 
planning in many of America’s contemporary suburbs 
is only marginally dedicated to the creation of actual 
plans and rarely attempts to achieve ambitious public 
goals.7  This outcome is often attributed to the lack of 
resources, political will, and public consensus within 
the community.
A Brief History of Plan-Making in Raleigh
Raleigh has a long history of making plans for the 
future, stretching back to the earliest days of the modern 
planning profession.  The City was founded in 1792 to be 
the capital city of North Carolina.  Raleigh’s first plan, 
the 1792 William Christmas Plan evolved from its natural 
setting on a high ridge between Crabtree and Walnut 
Creeks.  The Plan provided the basic framework for 
subsequent city building with urban form as its primary 
focus.  The Plan had a strong central axis of boulevards 
with the Capital as the focal center, with all streets laid in 
a north-south grid that divided the city into four quadrants 
or wards each with a central square.  The simple structuring 
elements of this original plan such as the straight grid, 
small blocks, and axial streets terminating at the Capital, 
still exist in the Downtown area with a few modifications, 
and continue to influence the shape and form of the Capital 
City.  The downtown State Government long range land 
1792 William Christmas Plan.  Raleigh’s original planning frame-
work established a strong central axis of boulevards radiating out 
from the State Capitol Building.  Image courtesy of Ken Bowers.
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through a lengthy and contentious process, as parcels 
under consideration were subject to multiple layers of 
conflicting land use recommendations ranging from 
broader district plans and corridor plans to more specific 
and detailed small area plans.  The outcomes of such 
discussions were influenced by the strength of arguments 
and interpretations presented by the applicants.  It was in 
this atmosphere that the community, its citizens, elected-
officials, and city staff alike agreed that it was time for 
an update of this important long-range planning policy 
document.
Raleigh’s 2030 Comprehensive Plan
In 2007, the City of Raleigh embarked on a major 
rewrite of its Comprehensive Plan.  The impetus for 
this undertaking came from professional staff, most 
importantly the City’s new Planning Director Mitchell 
Silver, who had joined the City in the summer of 2005. 
With new leadership came the new energy to rethink 
and visualize strategies for an updated comprehensive 
plan document, that would guide Raleigh’s growth into a 
lasting 21st century sustainable community.  
Initial Goals for the Plan
The undertaking of a comprehensive rewrite of 
Raleigh’s Comprehensive Plan was funded by the City 
Council in 2006.  State law at the time had been amended 
to strengthen the link between planning and zoning.  The 
1989 Comprehensive Plan, with its internally conflicting 
policies was not well-suited to serve its purpose of 
guiding consistency determinations on specific rezoning 
proposals.  A retool was needed.
Beyond this technical fix, however, was the growing 
sense that the Comprehensive Plan had become excessively 
long (1,000+ pages) and complicated, and therefore 
increasingly irrelevant.  It no longer communicated clear 
expectations to citizens and developers as to the City’s 
policy priorities.  People wishing to oppose something 
could almost always find a justification in the plan because 
of internal contradictions and lack of clearly identified 
priorities.  When the plan was taken seriously, it was often 
at odds with new development patterns that were bringing 
a more urban scale of development to Raleigh.
In drafting the Request for Proposals (RFP) for the 
2030 Comprehensive Plan, the City Planning department 
set forth the goal of a revised plan meeting the following 
description.8
• Provides greater specificity
• Strives for simplicity and clarity
• Adds new elements
• Addresses the key issues facing the city today
• Tells a compelling, engaging story about the city’s 
future
• Is supported by current, accurate, and comprehensive 
data
• Is clearly organized and easy to read 
of the problems and size of the city being different.  
Unlike many other American cities, Raleigh did 
not prepare a comprehensive plan in the 1950s or 1960s. 
By the late 1970s, in response to concerns about the 
impacts of physical changes occurring in the city, the 
Planning Commission formed a Comprehensive Planning 
Committee and the City Council appointed a Citizen’s 
Committee to prepare a comprehensive plan.  These 
groups, after months of work, and with much citizen 
involvement, prepared the City’s first comprehensive 
plan.  The 1979 Comprehensive Plan established the 
document as the official statement of City Council policy 
concerning primarily the physical development of the 
City.  As was typical of all comprehensive plans of the 
time, the Plan was comprehensive in content, and long-
range and general in outlook.  Maintaining and improving 
the quality of life of Raleigh citizens was the major 
purpose of the document.  The Plan comprised of two 
major sections: goals and a development guide.  The goals 
were prepared as part of the plan development process, 
while the development guide contained the official long-
range development policy for the City of Raleigh.  Also 
included in the plan were topics such as annexation, 
transportation, streets, mass transit, bikeways, recreation 
facilities, greenways, water system renovation areas, 
water, waste water, fire protection, solid waste, street 
lighting, and facilities plans.  The 1979 Plan originated 
much of the planning terminologies which have been in 
use since then such as neighborhood and community focus 
areas, policy boundary lines and transition areas.  The 
plan also introduced ten districts and a nodal vision for 
development, creating non-residential metro ‘focus areas’ 
along corridor strips and key intersections.  The intent 
of the focus areas was to discourage strip development 
along corridors and to limit the location and size of retail 
uses to specific nodes.  Each of the ten districts had a land 
use plan which used the focus area designations and a 
thoroughfare plan.  
Raleigh’s subsequent 1989 Comprehensive Plan, 
or the Vision 2020 Plan, included amendments to the 
previous plan which reflected an evolution in policy 
development.  Emphasis shifted towards smaller scale 
and greater specificity in planning, and more detailed and 
precise plan recommendations.  The document focused 
more on suburban commercial corridors, retail centers, 
and area-specific plans in contrast to the more general 
approach to citywide policies.  With time, the plan got 
longer and more complicated to enforce as the newly 
adopted plans and policies started conflicting with old 
elements of the Plan.  A major drawback of the Plan 
was the fact that it did not articulate a set of priority 
actions to implement the goals, which made monitoring 
and evaluation of the document difficult.  Given these 
constraints, the 1989 Comprehensive Plan gradually 
started losing its value and credibility as a blueprint to 
guide present and future.  It should not be surprising that 
by the mid-to late 2000s, rezoning evaluations often went 
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intended to vet a public review draft of the document. 
The consultant team was brought to town for these nine 
meetings, which were held at locations throughout the 
City both to attract a geographically diverse audience as 
well as to be convenient to people living and working far 
from downtown.
In order to provide more outreach, planning staff 
conducted over 20 small-scale workshops with Citizen 
Advisory Councils, neighborhood organizations, and 
organized stakeholder groups.  The City’s offer to the 
public was simple—while City Planning did not have 
the staff resources or budget to organize these meetings, 
staff would agree to facilitate a workshop with any group 
providing a venue and an audience.  By answering “yes” 
to each and every request for a meeting, the City was able 
to build an inclusive process with a modest investment in 
staff resources and time.
The public 
process also had a 
significant online 
component.  The City 
used a specialized 
software product 
called Limehouse to 
publish drafts of the 
new Plan in a web-
based, interactive 
format that allowed 
the individuals to log 
comment on the plan 
at the level of the 
section, sub-section, 
or even paragraph. 
The system was 
used twice—once 
internally, for an 
in t e rdepar tmen ta l 
review, and once 
publicly, to seek 
comments on the Public Review Draft of the Plan. 
Comments were also taken by mail, email, and phone. 
Some 1,200 comments were logged following the release 
of the Public Review Draft.  All users of the web site could 
see both the original comments and staff’s responses.
Ensuring Accountability
Citizens reading and commenting on the draft plan 
or attending a public meeting took their personal time 
to do so, and accountability and fairness required that 
their input be taken seriously.  Extensive reporting was 
used to document the process by which staff logged, 
analyzed, and incorporated public comments into the final 
Comprehensive Plan.
Both the big public workshops and the smaller, 
ad hoc workshops resulted in comprehensive reports. 
The goal for each report was to distill the input into 
major themes and then state staff’s interpretation of the 
• Is graphically attractive, highly visual, and easy to 
use
• Provides a framework for shaping and managing the 
City’s future growth
• Maintains a focus on the physical and economic 
aspects of the city, but also considers the spatial 
aspects of social issues such as public safety, 
education, and human services
• Incorporates best practices with regards to urban 
design, transportation, environmental stewardship 
and sustainability
• Provides a framework for other long-range plans in 
the city
• Includes specific implementation measures and 
strategies
• Links future growth and development to the Capital 
Improvement Plan
Creation of the 
Planning Process
The consultant 
selection and contract 
negotiation process 
resulted in a planning 
process that was 
traditional in format, 
but enhanced by a 
number of important 
and unique features. 
The process had 
two parallel tracks: 
a technical analysis 
track and a civic 
engagement track.  
The technical 
track was built around 
two key documents: 
a policy audit of the 
1989 Comprehensive 
Plan and other adopted City plans; and an exhaustive data 
dump and analysis compiled in a Community Inventory 
Report.  These were intended to form the factual and 
analytical basis for the plan, and were referenced 
throughout the process.  
The policy audit extracted every policy statement 
and action item from adopted plans and organized them 
into a spreadsheet.  The resulting document, nearly 200 
pages in length, revealed over 5,000 policies and actions 
sitting in the 1989 Comprehensive Plan and related 
documents.  Many of the actions had languished for years, 
and senior staff members in different departments were 
surprised to be confronted with adopted actions involving 
capital projects that they had never seen before.
The civic engagement process was organized around 
three rounds of three large-format public workshops: 
an initial round focused on vision and values, a second 
round for developing policy options, and a third round 
Packed house.  Raleigh’s 2030 Comprehensive Plan process depended on 
robust, meaningful public participation.  Image courtesy of Ken Bowers.
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Plan Outcomes
As a result of the careful process and extensive 
documentation described above, the City Council adopted 
the 2030 Comprehensive Plan by unanimous vote (in 
October 2009), and with broad public support, despite 
sweeping changes from the prior plan.  Among the major 
achievements of the new document were:
• The creation of the City’s first citywide Future Land 
Use Map to shape growth and guide zoning policy.
• The introduction of sustainability as a guiding theme 
across the Plan elements.
• A significant simplification of the former plan, 
cutting the number of policies and actions by four-
fifths, and the number of small area plans by two-
thirds.
• The addition of new chapters covering environmental 
protection, urban design, and arts and culture.
• The elimination of conflicting and inconsistent 
policies across the Plan, reflecting a new level of 
interdepartmental coordination.
Realizing the benefits of these outcomes requires an 
ongoing commitment to implementing the policies and 
actions of the Plan and to keep it updated over time.  The 
next section highlights how this commitment is being met.
Avoiding Triviality:  Keeping Raleigh’s Plan Relevant
For any plan to have a meaningful impact, it must 
be created through a legitimate process, and contain 
meaningful and obtainable goals, policies, and outcomes. 
However, none of these things has worth outside of 
an institutional commitment to abide by the policy 
guidance in the plan, and to effectively implement the 
plan’s recommendations.  A high quality document is 
necessary to generate the will to implement it, but even 
the best plans can (and do) sit unused on a shelf.  This 
section focuses on the specific actions taken to jumpstart 
implementation of the 2030 Comprehensive Plan and to 
maintain its relevance going forward.  Emphasis is placed 
on the three vectors of plan implementation: guidance 
for discretionary decisions, land use regulations and 
guidelines, and capital projects.
Implementation Chapter
The implementation chapter builds instructions into the 
DNA of the Plan for how the Plan is to be implemented 
and amended over time.  Among the specific policies and 
actions in the chapter are the following highlights:
• The preparation of an annual progress report, 
tracking every action item in the plan, as well as 
decisions made by the Planning Commission and 
City Council 
implications for the Comprehensive Plan.  An unedited 
list of the participant comments was always included in 
an appendix, so that anyone suspecting staff of cherry-
picking comments to reach a forgone conclusion could 
check for themselves.
With regards to the on-line and written comments 
on the draft Plan, it was decided early on that city staff 
would track every comment and formulate a response and 
a resolution.  Comments were organized in a spreadsheet 
documenting what, if anything, was changed in the Plan 
as a result of each comment, and why or why not.  Like 
every document produced during the planning process, it 
was posted on the project website for anyone to see.9
On the technical side, both the Policy Audit and the 
Community Inventory Report were designed to ensure 
that: one, some important policy or action was not lost 
as part of the Plan rewrite; and two, the Plan was firmly 
grounded in data and trend analysis.  While the Policy 
Audit is likely the most tedious document ever produced 
by the City Planning Department, it did allow staff to 
account for every decision regarding which older policies 
were brought forward, and which were left behind. 
Similarly, the Community Inventory Report, by virtue of 
its comprehensiveness and depth, laid to rest any doubts 
regarding the thoroughness of the research that went into 
the planning effort.
In reality, few people outside of City staff read 
these long documents which, when combined, were 
many times the length of the final Comprehensive 
Plan.  Yet, the creation of these documents required 
staff to do necessary due diligence, and their existence 
provided incontrovertible proof that the public process 
had meaningfully shaped the Plan’s content and that the 
relevant data had been taken into account.
Packed house.  Raleigh’s 2030 Comprehensive Plan is 
concise, graphically attractive, highly visual, and easy to use.  
Image courtesy of Ken Bowers.
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to be reminded in a report of decisions they made contrary 
to their own adopted policies.  However, this report is now 
becoming integrated into the culture of the City of Raleigh 
service organization, and is meeting growing acceptance 
by the City’s professional and official leadership.
New Development Code
Early on in the process, it became apparent that the 
existing development regulations did not promote the land 
use and development policies of the 2030 Comprehensive 
Plan.  An equally ambitious rewrite of the entire 
development code was needed.  The Comprehensive Plan 
contained approximately 120 action items that were code 
related; each of them would be considered as part of the 
code drafting process.
The success of the planning effort helped justify a 
substantial budgetary allocation for a new development 
code in spite of the worsening recession.  Work on an RFP 
and consultant selection began while the Plan was still in 
the adoption process.  By moving seamlessly from Plan 
adoption to code drafting, it helped cement in the public’s 
mind that the two undertakings were an inseparable part 
of a single process.  Further, with the Comprehensive 
Plan process still fresh, there was little need to retest key 
assumptions with the public as part of the outreach effort.
(such as rezonings) and their consistency with the 
Plan.
• Based on the above report, the preparation of annual 
staff-initiated Comprehensive Plan amendments 
to enhance, clarify, or delete policies found to be 
wanting, remove actions items as they are completed, 
add new policies or actions when needed, and to 
update key maps and tables.
• Incorporating the Comprehensive Plan into the City’s 
Capital Improvement Program process, in terms of 
both identifying and prioritizing capital projects.
• An update of the Community Inventory and a 
larger-scale reexamination of the Comprehensive 
Plan undertaken on a five-year schedule, in order 
to ensure that the plan incorporates unanticipated 
trends, events, or circumstances.
Of these three undertakings, the annual progress 
report is the most important and in some ways the most 
difficult.  Action items have to be tracked across many 
different departments that have not historically seen the 
Comprehensive Plan as core to their mission.  Further, it 
is often uncomfortable for elected and appointed officials 
Raleigh’s 2030 Comprehensive Plan Growth Framework.  The new Plan focuses growth 
around planned multi-modal corridors.  Image courtesy of Ken Bowers.
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credibility and acceptance in the community than the prior 
plan.  The 2030 Comprehensive Plan is already having 
a positive and meaningful impact on debates regarding 
zoning and development.  Unlike the 1990s, in recent 
election cycles no candidate for City Council has made 
opposition to the Plan a campaign issue.  City departments 
which once rarely communicated their plans to each other 
are now engaged in an ongoing conversation about how 
to best coordinate their efforts.  The City’s professional 
planning staff is more empowered to advance good 
planning throughout the City.  A sweeping overhaul of 
the City’s zoning code, completely replacing a 1950s-era 
framework with a modern form-centric approach, has 
gone to public hearing having received much comment 
but no outright opposition.  None of these outcomes 
would have been likely without the foundation provided 
by the 2030 Comprehensive Plan.
The challenge will be to sustain this success into the 
future.  There is no doubt that some unforeseen event or 
circumstance will lead to a reexamination of one or more 
central assumptions of the Plan.  Some new energy source 
or technology may transform transportation.  Climate 
change may be better or worse for the region’s weather 
and water supply than currently thought.  New generations 
may have unforeseen preferences for lifestyle and living 
arrangements.  When these changes do happen, the Plan 
will adapt, keeping true to its framework and intent, but 
evolving to react to new developments.  The process by 
which the Plan is amended and redrafted will adhere to the 
same high standards for thoroughness and accountability 
that created it.  If so, Raleigh’s Comprehensive Plan 
should continue to be as useful and relevant years from 
now as it is today.
Endnotes
1 See Goodman, W., and Freund, E.  1968.  The 
Comprehensive Plan: Principles and Practice of Urban 
Planning, ICMA, 351.
2 See Raleigh 2030 Comprehensive Plan.  2009.  City of 
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3, 4, 5, 6 See Klosterman, R.  1985.  Arguments For and 
Against Planning.  Town Planning Review.  56(1), 5-20.
7 Hack, G., Birch, E., Sedway, P., Silver, M.  2009. 
The Value of Planning.  Local Planning Contemporary 
Principles and Practice.  ICMA, 49.
8 See Planning Raleigh 2030 Request for Proposals.
9 Any requested to see any document not already posted to 
the projected web page resulted in it being posted there, 
so as to ensure equal access to information.
While the new development code is still in the 
process of adoption, the draft successfully builds upon the 
work done in the Comprehensive Plan and will provide 
the City with a much better set of regulatory tools with 
which to implement the Plan.  At the same time, the 
specific nature of code drafting led staff to reconsider 
aspects of the Comprehensive Plan; most notably its focus 
on density rather than form.  As a result, staff prepared 
a series of Plan amendments intended to harmonize the 
Land Use and Urban Design elements with the new code, 
to be adopted simultaneously with the Code.
Implementation Tracking and Policy Consistency
Raleigh has long permitted the filling of up to 50 
percent of a site to raise property out of the 100-year 
floodplain for development.  With its new focus on 
sustainability, the 2030 Comprehensive Plan adopted 
as policy a “no adverse impact” approach to floodplain 
management, whereby activity in the floodplain should 
not impact other floodplain properties, nor abridge the 
natural functions of the floodplain.  This policy is clearly 
in conflict with current City law.
In 2010, an ordinance was brought forward that 
would have prohibited any fill or development within 
the floodplain, with relief available for sites so severely 
constrained as to be left unbuildable.  This ordinance met 
with overwhelming resistance from homeowners located 
in the floodplain, and was eventually denied by the City 
Council.  
The matter may have rested there, but as per the 
guidance in the implementation chapter, staff had to bring 
this inconsistency back to the attention of the City Council 
as part of the annual progress report.  A decision was 
made to amend an action item giving the staff the latitude 
to pursue other regulatory options for implementing the 
Plan’s floodplain policies.  While this work is still ongoing, 
the Plan successfully avoided letting a key deficiency in 
the City’s environmental regulations be ignored.
Conclusions
Planning theory often focuses on process as opposed 
to plan content, as if the two were unrelated.  However, 
if the purpose of the planning process is to produce a 
useful plan, then good plans are strong evidence of a good 
process, even if that process fails to match preconceived 
notions of how planning processes should be undertaken.
A comprehensive plan is a blueprint for the future. 
Yet, the future is inherently uncertain over the time 
horizon for plan implementation.  The process of creating 
a plan, tracking it over time, and considering amendments 
and reexaminations keeps the plan fresh and relevant, and 
helps to answer the critiques of comprehensive planning 
discussed earlier.  The process and the plan should be 
considered one product, never finished, and in a state of 
measured evolution.  
The success of Raleigh’s comprehensive planning 
process resulted in an adopted plan with far more 
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how to address controversy.  It continues by characterizing 
opportunity, identifying common catalysts that create 
demand for effective planning, and discussing how to 
recognize moments of leverage to advance community 
goals.  The  concluding section presents a series of case 
studies illustrating these principles in practice. 
Understanding Controversy
In a community planning context, the catalysts 
for controversy are often: (1) A persistent problem that 
stakeholders want addressed; or (2) A pending decision 
that significantly impacts stakeholders.  In both cases, 
there are often competing interests that pit one set of 
community constituents against another.
A problem or decision can rise to the level of 
a controversy when there are deeply held opposing 
views and when the normal decision-making process is 
Expanding Our Influence:  Embracing 
Controversy and Seizing Opportunity 
Ben Hitchings
Roger Waldon
Two factors often shape the outcome of community planning efforts – how planners handle controversy and 
how they seize opportunity.  This article characterizes these factors, identifies strategies to address them, and 
presents several case studies to illustrate these techniques in practice.  In so doing, it offers insights on how 
to turn a community’s passions to productive use and expand our influence as planning professionals.
Ben Hitchings, AICP, CZO, is the Planning Director for the Town 
of Morrisville, North Carolina, and the President-Elect for the 
North Carolina Chapter of the American Planning Association.
Roger Waldon, FAICP, is a Principal with Clarion Associates, 
former Planning Director for the Town of Chapel Hill, and 
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and Politics.
A day in the life of a community planner is not 
always exciting.  Yet, amid the regular fare of site plan 
reviews, planning board meetings, and presentations to 
public officials, there are defining moments when planners 
either expand or diminish their relevance as planning 
professionals.  At these times, the cumulative benefits of 
day-to-day community planning efforts can be washed 
away in a flood of criticism.  Or, when thoughtfully 
managed, such moments can highlight the extraordinary 
value of good planning and lift the planner and the 
profession on a wave of appreciation.  The difference 
often depends on two things: 1) how planners handle 
controversy, and 2) their ability to seize opportunity.  
Controversy is a powerful force in community 
planning.  If poorly managed, it can divide citizens and 
discredit planners.  However, if appropriately channeled, 
controversy can be a productive force that engages 
stakeholders and builds commitment to developing 
lasting solutions to ongoing community problems. 
In turn, windows of opportunity open and close for 
advancing important community goals.  The profession’s 
ability to recognize and seize these opportunities can 
have a dramatic effect on its ability to catalyze positive 
community change.
This article begins by characterizing controversy, 
examining why controversies arise, how they work, and 
who participates.  The piece then identifies four options for 
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deadlocks”, and “relationship deadlocks” that impede 
efforts to develop a successful resolution to the problem. 
Such impasses sometimes escalate a disagreement or 
dispute into a full-blown controversy.
The Cost of Controversy
Controversy is often a sign that real decisions are 
being made and that there is genuine disagreement about 
what course of action to take.  Significant resources may 
be at stake and serious impacts may threaten different 
stakeholders.  Controversy can be a force that is hard to 
control; bringing with it a number of pitfalls.  It creates a 
bully pulpit for grandstanding and personal attacks and 
can create a stage for widespread misinformation.  It 
creates significant costs in time and resources that have 
to be directed away from other activities planning bodies 
are involved in.  As a result, anticipating potential sources 
of controversy and taking active steps to manage or avoid 
them can help protect organizational resources for other 
activities.  Sometimes, however, this leads to premature 
compromise.  Other times, lasting resolution is only 
possible through a full community airing and discussion 
of an issue, however heated.  Planners often have to play 
the role of a referee to clarify the rules of the process, and 
make sure that the various participants adhere to them. 
They can also serve as a valuable source of information, 
help to identify the range of options available, and 
enumerate the trade-offs.  Finally, they can manage the 
process and help guide it to successful resolution.
challenged in resolving the issue in a broadly acceptable 
manner.  Negotiation experts William Ury and Richard 




• Narrowed options; and
• High stakes.
The exact point when a dispute becomes a controversy is 
sometimes hard to define, but the resulting condition is 
often marked by the following elements:
• Strongly held views that appear to be in conflict;
• Vigorous and often rancorous public debate;
• A sense of existing or pending injustice; and
• Active media coverage.
Participants and Roles
Controversies ignite strong emotions in participants. 
While passions may at times impair the ability of some 
stakeholders to discuss the issues in a way that others 
consider rational, passion is also a sign that participants 
care.  As a result, they may be willing to invest significant 
time and energy in resolving the issue.
As controversy begins to develop over a specific 
issue or upcoming decision, it is helpful to recognize and 
consider the roles of various participants in the process. 
Godschalk et al. (1994) describe circles of participation in 
disputes, with decision makers and primary stakeholders 
in the center circle, and active community leaders and 
the general public representing additional rings of 
involvement extending outward.  The various participants 
in a dispute start with different levels of power, and some 
of them may feed the controversy in an effort to expand 
their power and influence in the process.  In turn, members 
of the media often describe the dispute and amplify it 
through their coverage.  In response, organizational 
actors may try to manage the controversy to support their 
position on an issue.  Planners often have the opportunity 
and responsibility of trying to manage this debate and 
promote the development of a lasting solution.
Interests may stratify along geographic lines, social 
or economic ties, or shared experiences.  A key tension 
often forms between the interests of an individual or a 
neighborhood, and the community at large.  In such 
circumstances, people directly affected by the issue tend 
to participate most actively (for example on the issue of 
whether or not to connect a road through a neighborhood). 
These divisions can leave a void that planners fill in 
representing the larger community interest.  
Another scenario that can emerge is a struggle for 
influence in the decision-making process.  Godschalk et 
al. (1994) identify controversy as a means by uninvolved 
participants to try to get power in a process.  They also 
identify a variety of “procedural deadlocks”, “substantive 
Circles of Participation:  Involvement in controversies often 
follows a pattern of concentric circles, with decisionmakers 
and key stakeholders at the center and other interests partici-
pating less actively in rings extending outward.  Graphic from 
Godschalk et al.(1994).
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The Madison Avenue Approach
This approach seeks to manage controversy through 
careful message development and marketing in an 
effort to shape public perceptions.  Often, this approach 
amounts to sharing information and working to frame an 
issue based on a particular perspective.  More extreme 
forms, however, can involve misinformation and outright 
propaganda.  In an age of 24-hour news cycles, this 
technique sometimes entails establishing a system of 
rapid response to commentary and criticism on an issue 
in an effort to manage the media and shape the public 
debate.
Planners and others who subscribe to high ethical 
standards work to acknowledge divergent perspectives and 
share accurate information with interested participants. 
Transparency and access to information in turn can help 
promote understanding that leads to resolution.  This 
approach is based on the premise that if everyone is 
working in the context of full, complete, and accurate 
information, there is a better chance for a successful 
community outcome.  Whatever form it takes, this 
approach often involves considerable time and resources 
to conduct and sustain.  Even when resources are limited, 
there is often value in sharing one’s perspective in a clear 
and concise way.
The Dispute Resolution Approach
In this approach, facilitation and dispute resolution 
techniques are utilized to identify stakeholders, establish a 
process, share information, build common understanding, 
and work collaboratively to develop a mutually acceptable 
solution.  This technique can be very effective in resolving 
issues, and can build strong long-term relationships among 
participants.  However, it can also take considerable time 
and resources.  As a result, this may not be a good strategy 
to pursue when other higher priorities exist and resources 
are limited.
Approaches for Addressing Controversy
When a controversy begins to emerge in a community, 
it often represents an opportunity for planners to help a 
community make progress on important issues (and in so 
doing, demonstrate and showcase some of the benefits of 
good planning).  What options are available to planners 
and decisionmakers when a problem or pending decision 
has been elevated to the level of a controversy?  Here are 
four to consider:
The Neville Chamberlain Approach
Named for the British Prime Minister who gave in 
to Germany shortly before World War II, this strategy 
of appeasement and partial or complete capitulation 
can quickly end a controversy, but can inhibit a long-
term resolution of the actual problem.  This can be a 
good strategy to use when the stakes are low or there are 
upcoming opportunities to address an issue more fully. 
Full surrender on an important issue, however, can cause 
lasting resentment among participants whose interests 
were not advanced through the solution, negatively 
impacting consensus building on future issues.  
The Damn the Torpedoes Approach
This full speed ahead approach articulated by 
Admiral David Farragut during the Civil War tries to 
proceed quickly through the controversy to seek resolution 
— however unsatisfactory — in an effort to create a sense 
of finality, in the hopes that participants will move on and 
the controversy will blow over quickly.  It can generate a 
quick decision and can be good to use when there are a 
few isolated hold-outs on an issue.  However, when the 
stakes are high and powerful parties are on the losing end, 
the resolution may be short-lived and unilateral resolution 
can generate hard feelings that may impair future decision 
making.
Small Group Discussion.  Planners facilitate a small group discussion to help build understanding and agreement among 
stakeholders.  Image courtesy of Roger Waldon.
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C. Emerging threats (e.g. a controversial cell tower 
case with more on the way, concerns about the 
negative impacts of hydrofracking):  As technologies 
evolve and societal needs change, communities will 
confront new land use issues.  Tracking these trends 
can help planners anticipate emerging topics of 
community concern.  One example of this in North 
Carolina is the phenomenon of hydrofracking. 
Hydraulic fracturing (hydrofracking) is a relatively 
new practice being used to mine natural gas out of 
the ground.  This process has come under scrutiny 
due to concerns about environmental and health 
safety.  One of the concerns is that the materials 
used can contaminate aquifers and spoil water 
supplies.  This is an example of an emerging issue 
that would benefit from planner attention on the 
front end, to position a community to deal with the 
controversy when it unfolds.
D. Leader interests (e.g. particular issues that are 
of interest to people in power):  Planners should 
always have an ear to the ground and be aware 
of the leading issues that are on the front burners 
of elected officials and other community leaders. 
Paying attention to issues that are high priorities 
for a community, and working to be sure that 
those issues get adequate work and attention, 
not only helps the community but also enhances 
the credibility and visibility of planning’s role in 
addressing community issues.
There are times when each of these 
strategies may be a desirable one to pursue. 
Elements of each may also work well in 
combination or separately at different stages 
in a controversy.  All are legitimate strategies 
that help move beyond controversy.  The 
key is to consider the circumstance of each 
controversy and thoughtfully decide which 
approach is best.  If the answer is that the 
Dispute Resolution Approach is best, the 
situation is likely ripe for a planner to step 
to the front in highly a visible way to both 
help the community, and demonstrate the 
value of good planning.  A summary of 
the options and when they good to use is 
included in Table 1.
Seizing Opportunity
While planners are often forced to 
confront controversy, an equally important 
challenge is recognizing opportunity 
and determining how to seize it to effect 
positive change in the community.  To do 
so requires an understanding of how local 
governments and other organizations make decisions and 
what drives them to take action. There are several ways 
in which planners can both identify and take advantage of 
opportunities:
Call to Action
Planners should keep their eyes out for situations 
such as the following that sometimes motivate action.
A. Persistent complaints (e.g. cars always speed 
through our neighborhood: development review 
process is too slow: our street always floods in a 
heavy rain):  Recurring feedback of this kind is a 
clear indication of the need for attention to an issue, 
and for possible remedial action.  A planner should 
be ever mindful of this kind of situation, for use 
in setting priorities among the many community 
issues to be addressed.  And in exercising this 
kind of responsiveness, a planner can both address 
a community need and enhance professional 
credibility 
B. Unusual events (e.g. a pedestrian death; a major 
flood; an unanticipated surplus in the annual 
budget):  The heightened community awareness 
that often comes in the wake of unusual events can 
spur the development of lasting solutions to long-
standing community problems.  When an event 
like this occurs, planners should routinely ask 
themselves what planning action or initiative would 
help address the problem. The very act of asking 
that question raises the profile of the planning 
function as a community response mechanism. 
Citizens leaning in for discussion:  When controversies get heated, citizens 
will be sure that their opinions are heard.  Image courtesy of  Roger Waldon.
23Expanding Our Influence:  Embracing Controversy and Seizing Opportunity
APPROACHES
Neville Chamberlain Damn the Torpedoes Madison Avenue Dispute Resolution











PROS Can quickly end 
controversy
Can produce quick 
decision
Can be effective 




Create and build 
strong, positive 
relationships
CONS One side loses out Can generate 
considerable outrage




Resolution may be 
temporary
Resolution may be 
temporary




Stakes are high X X
Stakes are low X X
Lots of Time X
No Time X X
Lots of Resources X X
Few resources X X
Other Have upcoming 
opportunities to 
address issue fully
Process is being held 
up by a few marginal 
hold-outs
Always want to 
get message out 
at some level
Active listening and 
mutual education 
useful in most cases
Can’t afford another 
controversy
DO NOT USE WHEN:
Stakes are high X X
Stakes are low X X
Lots of Time X
No Time X
Lots of Resources
Few resources X X











Table 1:  Different Approaches to Controversy and When to Use Them
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Infrastructure improvements?  Parties involved with a 
stake in the Village Center were cordial to each other, but 
objectives and agendas differed, and each developed its 
own plans for activities and facilities in the Village.  
A Planning Director with foresight saw opportunity 
in dealing with this conflict.  This was a case of Preparing 
for Opportunity.  Change was occurring in Pinehurst, and 
interest in the Village Center was picking up.  A temporary 
slowing of market conditions was accompanied by 
increased interest, following national trends, for living, 
working, and recreating in a village-type environment. 
There was opportunity to create a framework to encourage 
separate, independent organizations to make decisions 
that would reinforce each other, and in so doing enhance 
the outcomes.  The Director assembled participants, and 
pursued implementation of what would become known 
as the Village Roundtable.  At the first meeting, the 
participants identified several potential models of working 
together:  Independent Action (continuation of the status 
quo, with each party doing its own thing); Cooperation 
(involving information-sharing); and Collaboration 
(involving joint planning and sponsorship, simultaneous 
joint actions by multiple parties).  The Roundtable 
members decided to meet regularly and launch a special 
website that allowed parties to post and share information 
and ideas.  Quarterly meetings allowed for discussion and 
resolution of issues that had previously been divisive.  
The Roundtable generated a new collaborative 
energy centered on a consensus vision of what is most 
important and valued about the Village Center.  In this 
Preparing for Opportunity
Planners can prepare for opportunity by tracking 
regional and national trends, and keeping an eye out for 
issues that may be making their way to their community. 
For example, the need to stimulate the national economy 
may create a new source of federal funding to help their 
community complete a much-needed local infrastructure 
project. We can also use a temporary lull in development 
activity within a jurisdiction to prepare for an expected 
upcoming surge in growth.  The better we understand 
political, social, and economic forces and how they 
interact in our community, the better our chances of 
recognizing an emerging opportunity.  
Moments of Leverage
Planners can help create opportunity through 
successes on other projects.  A good time to start work on 
a controversial initiative is often on the heels of a planning 
success.  Did your community just win a grant to make a 
much needed transportation improvement?  Maybe now 
is a good time to push for updating the pedestrian-bicycle 
plan.  Did the Council just bask in the glow of a county 
historic preservation award?  Maybe now is the time to try 
to start the façade renovation grant program.
Case Studies of Addressing Controversy and Seizing 
Opportunity
The following are examples of controversies 
from North Carolina communities.  There are three 
examples that help illustrate some of the challenges and 
opportunities planners face: Example 1, from the Village 
of Pinehurst, illustrates “Preparing for Opportunity”; 
Example 2, from the Town of  Hillsborough, illustrates 
a “Call to Action”; and  Example 3, from Iredell County, 
describes an initiative that grew out of a “Moment of 
Leverage.”
Example 1:  Pinehurst - Different Visions for the Village 
Center  
The Village Center in Pinehurst, originally designed 
by Frederick Law Olmstead, stands as one of the classic 
pieces of urban America.  There are many residents 
and organizations in Pinehurst who consider it their 
privilege and obligation to be stewards of this unique and 
historical treasure.  Not surprisingly, not all individuals 
and organizations see the task of preserving the Village 
Center in the same way.  Close to a dozen organizations/
institutions exist in Pinehurst, each with its own interest 
and stake in the Village Center.  Some approach the 
situation from a perspective of historic preservation—
with strict adherence to the original Olmstead drawings 
and plans.  Others see the Village Center as an 
opportunity for context-sensitive commerce, economic 
growth and tourism.  These organizations should have 
worked together, but controversies based on differing 
priorities and interests divided them.  How to approach 
parking?  Landscaping?  Traffic issues?  Event planning? 
Collaboration Triangle:  There are varying levels of 
cooperation that can occur among organizations. Independent 
action by parties with differing interests in a controversy can 
become obstructive.  Sharing information about issues and 
actions between organizations is useful.  What we should 
aspire to achieve is collaborative, joint action where 
organizations are reinforcing each other’s objectives.  Graphic 
prepared by Roger Waldon.
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market forces for development were compelling.  Key to 
the agreement was that the swap of jurisdiction be acre-
for-acre.  The planning directors saw in the controversy 
the opportunity for intergovernmental cooperation and 
success.
Example 3:  Iredell County - Rural and Urban Interests 
Iredell County provides another example of North 
Carolina’s growing pains and an accompanying set of 
community tensions and opportunities.  This traditionally 
rural county on the edge of the Charlotte metropolitan 
region increasingly saw itself torn by controversies, 
pitting 7th-generation farmers against NASCAR-fueled 
growth advocates in a classic urban-rural edge story. 
Farmers saw subdivisions come up to the boundaries 
of their cultivated fields, complete with wells along 
property lines that made application of fertilizers and 
pesticides illegal.  New suburban residents were annoyed 
by farming operations, odors, and agricultural equipment. 
Farmers were angry about having to pay via taxes for 
services for affluent developments—services they would 
never use.  The farming community was upset with the 
loss of agricultural land but unwilling to consider land use 
controls that would limit their own ability to subdivide 
and develop.  The levels of rancor and political pressures 
example, the planner saw an opportunity in the controversy 
and divergence of opinion among the stakeholders, and 
seized the opportunity to help construct a framework 
that could positively impact the community.  No action 
was certainly a possibility here, but instead the planner 
proactively constructed a framework for collaborative 
action, and in so doing elevated the visibility and regard 
for the planning function.
Example 2:  Hillsborough - Intergovernmental Issues
Located in Orange County, Hillsborough is an 
example of a community with a historic core surrounded 
by post-war suburban growth.  Orange County is a diverse 
center of activity with an active culture of participatory 
governance, an agricultural heritage, and an array of 
growth management policies.  The Town of Hillsborough 
exercises zoning jurisdiction within its town limits and 
extraterritorial jurisdiction (ETJ); Orange County rules 
apply outside those areas. 
Growth philosophies differ between the Town 
and County.  As development pushed outward from the 
historic core, Hillsborough managed the growth through 
its zoning and subdivision ordinances—but problems 
occurred at the edges.  With this expanding development 
at the periphery, problems emerged with the set of 
differing Town and County regulations.  Hillsborough’s 
ETJ was established decades ago without the benefit of 
the information and management practices currently 
available.  Developments outside of Hillsborough’s 
jurisdiction were developed under County standards, 
with not enough attention (in the eyes of the Town) to 
issues of street standards, water and sewer infrastructure 
and capacity, and connection to adjoining land uses. 
Hillsborough asked for consideration of extension of 
its ETJ, but the County was unwilling to grant one and 
thereby give up parts of its own jurisdiction. This conflict 
increased rapidly over time, particularly with respect to 
allocation of limited infrastructure capacity, and differing 
points of view fueled the controversy.
The sounds of a “Call to Action” were increasing 
in volume.  This was a case of persistent and repeated 
dissatisfaction expressed by both landowners and 
developers about the awkward alignment of regulations 
and jurisdictions.  Town and County planning directors 
saw the negative impacts of this tension and uncertainty, 
and were encouraged by the interest of elected leaders 
who repeatedly found themselves dealing with the 
misalignment.  The planners pro-actively worked to 
convene a group that would devise an interlocal agreement 
over a series of meetings.  Building on the dissatisfaction 
and interest in finding a solution, the planners were 
successful in forging a consensus solution that addressed 
the concerns.  A key provision of the resulting agreement 
was an exchange of ETJ — the Town gave up zoning 
jurisdiction in environmentally sensitive areas where 
urban growth was not desirable, and in exchange the 
County extended Hillsborough’s ETJ into areas where 
Planner working with the public:  Planners are in a 
unique position to provide information and help facilitate 
discussions when differences in objectives emerge.  Image 
courtesy of Roger Waldon.
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thoughtful intervention in controversies, 
planners have an opportunity to 
promote constructive community 
dialogue, build mutual understanding, 
and help participants reach agreement 
on difficult issues.  When a community 
succeeds in developing a lasting 
solution to a challenging problem, it 
can create a sense of accomplishment 
among the participants, and build 
stronger relationships that improve the 
chances of success in resolving future 
disputes.  In this way, planners can 
help manage controversies and harness 
community passions for productive 
uses.
In turn, planners’ understanding 
of how issues of the hour fit into larger 
community dynamics and societal 
trends can help them anticipate moments 
of opportunity to advance important 
community needs.  As forward thinkers, 
planners are perennially ahead of their 
time, encouraging a community to take 
steps to ensure a successful future when challenges are 
often just emerging and resistance to change is high.  They 
can address these obstacles by building our understanding 
of how organizations make decisions and by learning to 
recognize when different factors might align to create 
community understanding and support for action on an 
issue.  
Thus, as planners proceed with their daily work, 
it is worth spending time thinking about how to handle 
controversy and how to seize opportunity.  The insights 
they glean will make them more effective planners and 
help them to demonstrate the tremendous value that good 
planning can bring to their communities. 
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were high.  
Planners recognized that a “Moment of Leverage” 
had emerged.  Voluntary Agricultural Districts had been 
tried and found to be popular and successful in helping 
to preserve farmland.  Officials in leadership positions 
with the county, the municipalities, the development 
community, and the Agricultural Extension Service 
all had started talking about the need for a workable 
solution.  County and municipal planners came together 
to study the geographies and began to suggest a series of 
service boundaries to coordinate and limit infrastructure 
expansions.  With preliminary ideas ready to present, they 
established a working group representing diverse interests. 
After some adjusting, the new growth boundaries won 
consensus approval.  The working group helped provide 
information to the farming community owning land 
outside of the service boundaries about how to place 
land in the agricultural preservation districts (removing 
most development opportunity) for a specified period 
of time (preserving long-term options for subsequent 
generations).  Special service districts were proposed 
to allow those within the service boundaries, who were 
demanding county services, to receive those services in 
conjunction with additional tax responsibilities.  The result 
is highly acclaimed—it allows and plans for urban-type 
growth in areas suited for it, and preserves agricultural 
heritage in the key rural areas of the county.  Again, 
active planning turned controversy into opportunity for 
community enhancement. 
Conclusion
For planners working on challenging community 
issues, controversy is an unavoidable occurrence and 
moments of opportunity are often fleeting.  Through 
Suburban encroachment:  A classic conflict of interests occurs when urban and 
suburban development grows into historically agricultural areas.  Image by Roger 
Waldon.
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Planning activities such as development disputes 
reflect dominant theories, values, and processes of the 
times in which they occur (Forester 1989; Gottdiener 
1994).  While the particulars of cases inevitably vary so 
that direct comparison of how matters are handled is rarely 
possible, detailed examination of disputes can expose the 
types of arguments presented by various stakeholders, and 
how they relate to the dominant theories of the time.  This 
paper examines the dispute around a development known 
locally in Halifax, Nova Scotia, as the Twisted Sisters 
case.1  In 2005, a developer applied to build two twisting, 
27-storey towers on a downtown site, exceeding the as-
of-right height limits by over 200 feet. After City Council 
approved the project, heritage advocates appealed, but lost 
their case.  Despite gaining all the necessary approvals, the 
project never broke ground, and the original development 
agreement with the city expired in 2010.
An examination of land use disputes in Halifax 
indicates that many themes, strategies, and theories 
employed by heritage advocates remained constant over 
the decades.  Heritage advocates continue to argue that new 
development should be sympathetic to heritage buildings 
and conserve views of the harbor from the heights of the 
Citadel Hill fortress at the heart of the city (see Figure 1). 
By contrast, the arguments that development proponents 
and city planners made in the Twisted Sisters case reveal 
the extent to which planning activities and decisions are 
influenced by fashionable theories, and how new theories 
affect planning arguments, processes, and outcomes. 
The paper begins by setting the context of development 
in Halifax before proceeding to discuss the Twisted Sisters 
case.  The concluding section reflects on new theories 
appearing in the dispute, and their implications for 
community engagement in future.




An analysis of a dispute over high-rise buildings proposed for downtown Halifax, Canada, reveals the 
ascendance of new popular theories affecting planning discourse, processes, and outcomes.  The dispute pitted 
advocates of iconic urban design against groups committed to heritage conservation in an older urban district. 
Project proponents employed urban design ideas to weaken heritage protection (historic preservation) and 
used creative class arguments to support high-rise structures in a low-rise zone.  The case provided part of 
the context within which the city ultimately developed urban design policies and plan processes that substitute 
public participation with professional expertise. 
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trends in suburban areas, health and the built environment, and 
planning for creative cities.
Chloe Gillis graduated with a major in Urban Design Studies 
from Dalhousie University in May 2012. Her honors thesis 
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In 1996, the Province of Nova Scotia amalgamated 
the City of Halifax with two nearby municipalities and the 
larger county to create Halifax Regional Municipality.  By 
the early years of the 21st century, theories related to new 
urbanism and smart growth influenced planning disputes 
in Halifax and a regional planning exercise was underway 
to coordinate planning across the vast municipality (Grant 
2007).  The positions of heritage advocates had not changed 
from the earlier period but planners’ logics had altered as 
they paid greater attention to issues of human scale, urban 
vitality, and smart growth (Grant 2007). 
After Richard Florida (2002; 2005) visited the city 
in 2004 (HRM 2004), his ideas about the need for cities 
to attract and retain the creative class (that is, talented and 
creative workers) were adopted into economic and other 
policies (Gertler and Vinodrai 2004; HRM 2005; Grant 
and Kronstal 2010).  The middle part of the decade also 
witnessed growing interest in urban design.  The city 
hired a staff expert and launched a process to develop an 
urban design strategy.  Recent disputes reveal the growing 
influence of creative cities and urban design theories in 
planning discourse.
The Case
 On 16 December 2005 the City’s administrative 
officers forwarded case 00709, a development agreement 
for the former Texpark site, to the Heritage Advisory 
Committee (HAC) and to the District 12 Planning Advisory 
Committee for consideration with the recommendation it be 
approved (English and Anstey 2005).  Located in the CBD 
amidst a mix of low-, medium-, and high-rise buildings and 
vacant lots, the site was near several registered heritage 
properties and two blocks from Halifax harbor (see Figure 
2).  The site previously housed a gasoline station and car 
park that were demolished in 2004 after the city built a 
The Context
 Halifax Regional Municipality—known as HRM 
or Halifax (the City)—is a mid-sized port city of 
approximately 400,000 people on Canada’s Atlantic coast. 
Settled in 1749, it is one of the oldest cities in the country 
with a rich heritage of historic sites and buildings.  Citadel 
Hill, location of the historic fortress that protected the city 
through the centuries, overlooks the harbor and central 
business district (CBD).  The city’s central grid of narrow 
streets and rectangular blocks is an artifact of early British 
military town planning in the Americas.  Although it is 
the capital of Nova Scotia, Halifax experienced relatively 
slow growth through the 20th century. In the 1960s through 
the 1970s, Halifax desperately sought development and 
tended to approve many projects despite protests (Grant 
1994a).  Consequently, many heritage structures remain 
interspersed with high-rise buildings that appeared in the 
city center starting in the 1960s (Collier 1974; Pacey 1979).
Like other cities, Halifax has experienced many 
disputes over proposed projects in the CBD.  During the 
1970s, heritage groups began to organize to preserve and 
protect valuable heritage assets they saw being lost (Pacey 
1979).  They convinced City Council to adopt heritage 
policies in plans and to designate protected view-planes 
from the Citadel.  The view-planes safeguarded views of 
particular features from particular locations (rather than 
panoramic views of the harbor).  Tactics of opposing 
projects gradually changed from marches with picket signs 
to sophisticated publicity strategies and legal challenges. 
While ideas from planning critics like Jane Jacobs and 
Prince Charles made their way into the arguments of 
those opposing new high-rise projects in Halifax  during 
the 1980s and 1990s (Grant 1994b), planners generally 
articulated rational planning paradigm arguments (Grant 
1994a).
Figure 1:  View from the Citadel over the site where the towers would rise.  Image courtesy of Jill Grant.
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policies in the plan sought to preserve and restore heritage 
resources in city center.  Protecting views and limiting 
heights around Citadel Hill were of special concern during 
discussions at the HAC meeting.  Questions arose about 
the meaning of “vicinity”, “adjacent”, and “immediate 
environs” in heritage policies such as 6.3 and 6.4.
6.3 The City shall maintain or recreate a sensitive and 
complimentary setting for Citadel Hill by controlling 
the height of new development in its vicinity to reflect 
the historic and traditional scale of development.
6.3.1 The intent of such height controls shall be to 
establish a generally low to medium rise character 
of development in the area of approximately four 
traditional storeys in height immediately adjacent to 
Citadel Hill and increasing with distance therefrom… 
new public parking structure nearby.  After arranging to 
purchase the land from the city, United Gulf Developments 
proposed to build a mixed-use development with a common 
four-level podium and two towers of 27 storeys each.  As-
of-right zoning for the site permitted a height of 40 feet, 
but the plan allowed Council to alter that limit through the 
negotiated development agreement process, provided that 
other plan policies were respected.  The proposed towers 
would soar 285 feet above Hollis Street (see Figure 3).
 The developer presented a design by Hariri Pontarini 
of Toronto, an internationally respected architectural firm 
(Hariri Pontarini 2011).  Drawings showed towers of glass, 
stone, and metal twisting upward, seemingly defying 
gravity.  The slender tower would feature a high-end hotel 
while the chunkier tower would include condominiums. 
The podium would house restaurants, retail, and office 
space.  The twisted towers design—soon dubbed the 
“Twisted Sisters”—received rave reviews from many 
architects and architectural critics (Bentley Mays 
2006; Canadian Consulting Engineer 2006). 
Local designers welcomed the proposal for tall 
buildings and complimented the architects for 
“not just making this your basic shard in the 
sky” but creating something “elegant” with a 
“post-modern sensibility” (Van Berkel 2006).
Relevant policies for deciding the case 
dealt with ensuring appropriate scale, design, 
massing, and compatibility with the block 
pattern and heritage buildings; creating a lively 
and vibrant pedestrian environment downtown; 
protecting views from the Citadel; minimizing 
impacts related to wind, shadows, and traffic; and 
optimizing economic and social benefits from the 
project.  Staff advised committees and decision 
makers that the “Council has a high degree of 
latitude” in determining desirable characteristics 
of the area, what aspects should be reinforced, 
and what range of heights and massing are 
appropriate (HRM Planning 2006, 3).  Staff 
indicated that “when taken together in their 
entirety” plan objectives and policies supported 
the proposal on this site (HRM Planning 2006, 
3), but they recognized that the project would 
be opposed by others.  They recommended that 
Council approve the development agreement. 
 As is usually the case with development 
agreements, the community heard nothing about 
the project until staff announced it would hold a 
community-wide public information meeting on 
the evening of 19 January 2006.  The day before 
the information meeting, the HAC considered 
the project.  Although the HAC meeting was 
not a scheduled public participation event, 
the committee agreed to hear from concerned 
community members present.  The city planner, 
PS2, presented the project and explained relevant 
municipal planning strategy policies.  Heritage 
Figure 2:  Location map from the staff report with nearby heritage properties 
and a protected view-plane radiating from Citadel Hill.  Image courtesy of 
Chloe Gillis (based on HRM Planning 2006, Map 1).
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views, and minimize wind and shadows.  They criticized 
the process for giving them little time to prepare responses. 
Several participants spoke in favor of the project while 
explicitly dismissing heritage concerns.  One was quoted as 
saying “the Halifax mentality … [wants] to keep it low rise 
and historic and the ‘shanty-town’ look” (HRM Planning 
2006, 35). Another person “commented that he felt Halifax 
has been suffering from re-creationalism” (HRM Planning 
2006, 42).  Several participants congratulated the architect 
on designing a “21st century building” (HRM Planning 
2006, 41, 42) that was advancing urban design in the city. 
With the end of the public information session, discussions 
moved into the deliberation phase.
The District 12 Planning Advisory Committee (PAC), 
the local subcommittee of Council charged with advising 
on planning applications, considered the matter at its 
meetings on January 16 and 23 (PAC 2006a).  One member 
outlined elements of policies supported by the project and 
noted the buildings would not intrude into protected view-
planes (see Figure 2).  Some members emphasized that 
the view-planes protected only designated views, not the 
entire or panoramic view of concern to heritage advocates. 
Several appreciated the quality of the design offered, and 
some indicated that “it is possible to complement heritage 
with innovative designs,” or contrasting elements (PAC 
2006b, 7).  While a councilor on the PAC flagged a concern 
about height, only one member argued that the project was 
not consistent with plan policies on scale and density or 
heritage.  Members agreed that plan policies were vague and 
terms needed defining.  They hoped the new regional plan 
and urban design strategy would clarify conditions. One 
PAC member noted “the need for Halifax to define a vision 
for the city and ensure clarity in policies and legislation so 
there will be no need to assess developments on a case by 
case basis” (PAC 2006b, 8).  The PAC ultimately voted to 
recommend the project to Council. 
Halifax Regional Council held public hearings on 
the case on February 28 and March 7, 2006.  Many issues 
raised by the various parties earlier were repeated, while 
some new themes emerged or were added.  At the February 
28 session, the project architect, SH, suggested that the city 
was facing “an extraordinary moment for an architect to 
produce something the world might notice” (HRM Council 
2006a, 12).  A spokesman for the developer reinforced the 
point, noting “The site was purchased with the intention 
of creating a landmark building for Halifax...an innovative 
and artistic focal point for downtown” (HRM Council 
2006a, 12).  Heritage advocates vociferously responded 
that Halifax already had landmarks and icons (including 
Citadel Hill) and did not need tall buildings that would 
block views.  A strong and equally forcefully pro-project 
lobby spoke to the design quality of the project and the 
artistic statement the buildings could make.  Moreover, 
proponents often linked the project design to the City’s 
ability to attract and retain young people and to grow 
in a “smart” way.  For instance, one person said, “This 
project is an icon for international students by showing 
6.4 The City shall attempt to maintain the integrity of 
those areas, sites, streetscapes, structures, and/or 
conditions which are retained through encouragement 
of sensitive and complementary architecture in their 
immediate environs. (HRM Planning 2006, 22)
Planner PS indicated that staff determined that a site 
six blocks away from the Citadel was not in the vicinity: 
hence height limits and policies did not apply (HAC 2006, 
4).  Heritage advocates argued that the proposed project 
was in the vicinity of the Citadel and pointed to previous 
cases that had denied high-rise structures nearby (see 
Zimmer 2006).  When the motion on the development 
agreement reached a vote the HAC in its advisory report 
recommended Council reject the project.
Another significant definitional issue that arose at 
the HAC meeting reflected the growing influence of urban 
design in affecting such cases.  Planner PS suggested 
to HAC that the proposed buildings would present a 
background view that “would provide a positive contrast and 
complement the adjacent heritage properties” (HAC 2006, 
5).  Understandings of the implication of “complementary” 
clearly differed.  Taking the meaning suggested from the 
unique spelling presented in plan policy 6.3 (above), 
heritage advocates looked for architecture which would 
“compliment” heritage structures.  That is, they believed 
that new structures should reinforce and perhaps reproduce 
traditional elements to highlight pre-existing structures. 
Others involved in the dispute argued that the plan 
intended to require “complementary” architecture (see 
policy 6.4 above).  This spelling, which occurred in other 
provisions in the plan, was advanced to encourage contrast 
or difference in the streetscape.  The case soon became 
a battle between those advocating heritage-sensitive 
design and those promoting contemporary urban design 
approaches to urban redevelopment.
At the public information meeting on January 
19, planner PS introduced the project and the staff 
recommendation while the developer’s planner, AM, 
and the project architect, SH, explained elements of the 
design.  AM described the project as a signature building 
which would improve the skyline, refresh the vision of 
downtown, and “kick-start more economic vitality in the 
downtown” (HRM Planning 2006, 35).  She noted the 
economic benefits of the project and its ability to increase 
the number of people living downtown.  She indicated that 
the project complied with plan policies and did not impede 
protected views from the Citadel.  She said the project 
followed guidelines from city staff indicating the kind of 
uses and building they wanted to consider.  The architect, 
SH, explained through a computer design presentation how 
designers created the exceptional building they proposed.
Many comments and questions came from people long 
committed to heritage and planning issues in Halifax.  Some 
talked about problems generated by previous high-rise 
buildings, including “signature buildings” (HRM Planning 
2006, 40).  Several people talked about the need to protect 
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wind studies on the project and final comments, indicating 
that “The building will be prominent and make its own 
statement in the skyline as a structure of the early 21st 
century” (HRM Council 2006c, 12).  In discussing their 
positions on the proposal, several councilors described the 
plan as outdated or ambiguous, although most suggested 
that the project complied with plan policies.  One councilor 
noted that “Younger people want a living, vibrant, 
exciting city and Council is obliged to provide that type 
of environment so that people will stay and be provided 
with opportunities” (HRM Council 2006c, 16).  Many 
councilors talked about the need to look to the future, create 
new heritage, and move forward.  When the count was 
taken, fifteen councilors voted in favor and five against.
Heritage advocates appealed Council’s decision to 
the Nova Scotia Utility and Review Board but failed to 
convince the tribunal that the project approval contravened 
the municipal planning strategy policies and intents 
(NSUARB 2007).  Thus the project was set to go.  The 
developer predicted his project would inspire others and 
revitalize downtown (Pugsley Fraser 2007).  Project 
proponents rejoiced at the prospects of a signature building 
rising downtown as a symbol of the 21st century (Dooley 
2007; Pugsley Fraser 2007). 
Between 2006 and 2009, city staff continued work 
on an urban design strategy to govern future development 
downtown.  The new downtown plan responded directly 
to lessons learned from the Twisted Sisters case and others 
(Bousquet 2008).  For instance, the section of the 2009 plan 
on “why we need a downtown plan” reinforced messages 
uttered in the Twisted Sisters dispute: 
them there is development and improvements 
being made and a capacity for them here” 
(HRM Council 2006a, 13).  Another said, 
“Residents owe it to their children to build the 
right infrastructure…  [A] city that looks old 
and acts old is not what we need as we grow” 
(HRM 2006a, 14).  Proponents commonly 
linked the project to the city’s progress or 
ability to move forward or be future-oriented. 
One person called for “a growth strategy for 
this millennium” (HRM Council 2006a, 15). 
Project supporters argued that providing 
housing and mixed use would help to prevent 
sprawl, encourage a vibrant downtown, and 
attract young people.
At the second session of the public 
hearing on March 7, 2006 just under 20 
heritage advocates made their cases about why 
Council should refuse the project, pointing to 
specific policies in the plan and to potential 
economic impacts to tourism, social impacts 
to the community, and loss of urban character 
(HRM Council, 2006b).  Two people 
opposing the project derided Canada’s largest 
city in criticizing the project.  “Halifax is not 
Toronto requiring a CN Tower to make it memorable”, one 
said (HRM Council 2006b 23).  Ten people spoke in favor of 
the development, generally arguing that the design quality 
was high:  many spoke of the building as a work of art or 
sculpture, and pointed to the world renown enjoyed by the 
architect.  Proponents set heritage and modern design as 
contrasts, clearly favoring contemporary architecture.  One 
person commented, “Halifax is not a movie set, nor is it a 
Victorian theme park … We must respect our heritage, but 
not be prisoner to it” (HRM Council 2006b, 19).  Another 
said, “Our history should not be diminished, but neither 
should our opportunity for the future be diminished by the 
past” (HRM Council 2006b, 29). Some linked the project 
to investment and opportunity:  “Approval will encourage 
youth to stay and attract additional investment” (HRM 
Council 2006b, 26).  Another said, “Halifax does need to 
cater to the growing class of young professionals who will 
one day be leaders” (HRM Council 2006b, 29).
On 15 March 2006, Council received supplemental 
information both from planners and the developer.  The 
staff report noted that although the project supported some 
policies and contradicted others, “[s]taff have concluded 
that, on balance, the proposal is consistent with” the 
plan (Anstey 2006, 3).  Planners explained why they had 
recommended against high-rise structures in previous 
cases near the Citadel but in the present case they believed 
a higher building was permissible (Anstey 2006, 5-9). 
The staff report suggested referring questions of plan 
definitions and clarity to the urban design study approved 
at the previous meeting of Council. 
At the 21 March 2006 meeting, Regional Council 
heard a report from the developer’s planner, AM, about 
Figure 3:  Line drawing of towers from Hollis Street.  Image courtesy of Chloe 
Gillis (based on HRM Planning 2006, attachment D1).
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case in terms of plan policies and objective standards.  They 
spoke often about the need to balance or weigh conflicting 
policies.  They tried to steer clear of editorializing or 
theorizing to explain their positions.  Other parties to the 
case, however, frequently espoused popularized theories to 
justify their opinions on the project. 
By retaining an internationally recognized architect 
to design an innovative concept, the developer made urban 
design a key issue.  Convincing Council to approve a 
building over 280 feet high in an area zoned for 40 feet 
demanded something spectacular.  Staff anticipated the 
issues that would arise and flagged the significance of 
design:
“The limited experience HRM has had with tall 
buildings has resulted in several tall buildings which 
have created harsh pedestrian environments and 
are unsympathetic to adjacent heritage assets.  It is 
therefore not surprising that many citizens oppose taller 
buildings.  Architecture and urban design, however, 
have come a long way towards understanding how to 
create liveable cities since the unadorned glass and 
concrete slabs which were constructed in the 1960’s 
and 70’s.  There are numerous proven strategies for 
making taller buildings fit into and even enhance a 
city.” (HRM Planning 2006, 5)
Project supporters consistently pointed to the quality 
and innovation of the project’s architecture as contributing 
to the urban environment and warranting approval of the 
development.  They described the design as visionary, 
artistic, and iconic.  Speakers imagined that Halifax’s 
future and its ability to compete internationally as a world-
class city depended on the construction of tall buildings 
downtown with new materials and innovative designs. 
Thus the potential for signature architecture went hand-in-
glove with thinking about what attracts the creative class 
to cities.  The hypothesis that innovative development 
would create conditions which might attract young people 
to Halifax grew throughout the case.  It proved rare in early 
discussions, but by the final public hearing was a common 
thread in proponents’ arguments.  During this period, a 
group of young people, led by an individual working for 
the local economic development agency, created Fusion 
Halifax, which is an organization for 20- to 40-year-
old professionals (Fusion Halifax 2011).  The  Twisted 
Sisters case helped create a focus for young professionals 
committed to a high quality of urban design.
Looking Ahead
Those who expected this new era in which Council 
approved iconic architecture that would entice young 
professionals to Halifax may have been disappointed 
when the project did not materialize (Bousquet 2008). 
Despite offering frequent reassurances (Pugsley Fraser 
2008; Reynolds 2010), the developer let the development 
agreement with the City expire (Taplin 2011).  If the 
The overall goals of this Plan include fostering a 
positive downtown development climate, making a 
beautiful public realm, improving heritage protection, 
investing in public spaces, promoting high quality 
architecture, and well-designed streetscapes. These 
objectives are taken into consideration and balanced 
among each other at all times in the planning process. 
This Plan will:
(a) improve heritage protection and heritage 
assistance;
(b) create clarity and predictability in the development 
approval process so that quality development can 
occur more efficiently and with fewer appeals … 
(HRM 2009, 4).
The new plan created precincts with pre-approved 
height limits and focused on regulating form rather than 
use.  Thus by the end of the first decade of the 21st century, 
Halifax had adopted an approach to downtown planning that 
privileged design over democratic engagement practices. 
The extensive processes of public information meetings, 
public hearings before elected council, and appeals to 
tribunals enabled by previous policy yielded to design 
reviews by expert committees, expedited staff reviews of 
projects, and discretionary approvals.  The Twisted Sisters 
case was the last in a long lineage of community disputes 
where residents would enjoy extensive opportunities to 
challenge planning arguments and to make their views 
known to decision makers.  
Theories in Dispute
The Twisted Sisters case revealed the persistent 
use of some planning theories and ideas along with the 
deployment of new planning, design, and development 
notions.  The case highlights how, since the 1970s, heritage 
advocates and those opposing tall buildings in Halifax 
have consistently applied arguments about the character 
of the city, the contribution of heritage to the economy, 
and the intent of plan policies.  These advocates draw 
upon the work of influential thinkers like Jane Jacobs, 
and have recently connected smart growth with the need 
for human scale, medium density, mid-rise buildings, 
and mixed land uses.  Over the years they have become 
proficient in documenting the significance of specific plan 
policies to make their case and have developed technical 
challenges to developers’ scientific studies.  Allusions to 
Jane Jacobs’s thoughts on vibrant urban districts, to smart 
growth discourse, and to rational approaches to presenting 
evidence commonly appeared in planners’ contributions as 
in the developer’s presentations. 
The case also illustrates the ascendance of new 
paradigms in planning discourse: namely, the urban design 
approach and the creative class argument.  Planning staff 
presenting the case to the public, to advisory groups, to 
Council, and to the appeal tribunal were careful to argue the 
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City does not grant an extension on the agreement, the 
project would need to comply with the new downtown 
plan standards which may apply a maximum height of 
20 storeys in that location (HRM 2009, Map 5).  As if 
to up-the-ante in negotiations, however, United Gulf 
submitted a new proposal to Council in July 2011 for Skye 
Halifax:  two 48-storey twisting condominium towers 
(CBC Radio 2011).  The developer alluded to urban design 
qualities and creative class appeal in its new web site: 
“Through sculpted design, the structures with their 
beacon-like rooftop features, will show case [sic] 
the city and establish Halifax as an international 
destination.  The unique architecture will enhance 
Halifax’s reputation as a city of contrasts –one that 
celebrates its past while embracing its future on the 
world stage.” (United Gulf 2011)
The ultimate disposition of the site remains unsettled. 
While it seems likely that old arguments will resume, new 
planning mechanisms put in place through the downtown 
urban design plan may limit opportunities for public 
participation in the decision.
After the disasters of urban renewal—an era when 
experts evaluated problems and imposed solutions—
planning processes in the 1960s and 1970s became 
important sites for contention and public dispute in 
community planning.  In Halifax as in other locales, 
residents took advantage of opportunities to participate 
in shaping the future of their communities, not only 
through providing input into plans, but by engaging in the 
implementation process.  Recent innovations in planning 
theories and processes may provide greater certainty for 
developers and focus on ensuring improved urban vitality 
through excellence in urban design, but along the way 
they may reduce opportunities for community residents to 
influence particular development outcomes.  In this new 
era—when urban design plans streamline development 
approvals and give planners, urban designers, and city 
architects the power to accept projects with limited 
public input—the application of expertise carries new 
and awesome responsibilities.  The Twisted Sisters case 
provides a useful illustration of a period that may come 
to be seen as transformative to ideas and processes in the 
history of the planning profession.  Only time will tell if 
the move to greater discretion for designers and planners 
is ultimately marked as the ascendance of professional 
expertise in service of urbanity or as the end of community-
based planning.
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Introduction
“Revival.  A restoration to use, acceptance, activity, or 
vigor after a period of obscurity or quiescence.”
Between 2007 and 2011, a feeling of revival was 
difficult to come by.  The news cycle churned a daily wave 
of troubling dispatches:  the subprime mortgage crisis; 
company and country bailouts; increasing unemployment; 
rising mortgage foreclosures and bankruptcies; the 
sovereign debt crisis.  Behind each macro crisis and 
bailout, there were a million micro disasters playing out in 
U.S. households, communities, and businesses.  
The planning profession and its practitioners were hit 
especially hard, not only in terms of employment levels 
but also resources available over the next decade necessary 
to guide growth, foster community revitalization, and 
rebuild our Nation’s crumbling infrastructure.  Work both 
domestically and internationally became difficult to come 
by for many design practices.  Firms that spent the better 
part of the 2000s ramping up to meet growing market 
opportunities had in most cases quickly changed course. 
Design shops were scaling back, closing offices, and saying 
goodbye to clients and coworkers.  
It is with this backdrop that, in the fall of 2010, I was 
approached by my colleague Dan Dodd with a desire to 
blunt the continual stream of negative news both outside 
and within the workplace.  Dan wanted to devise an effort 
that would bring coworkers together and allow them to 
harness their creativity for a cause in need of a champion.  I 
was sold before three minutes passed in conversation.  Like 
DesignRevival24:  An Example of Innovative 
Planning and Designer Volunteerism  
Scott Lagueux
Whether referred to as the Great Recession, the Global Financial Meltdown, or the “Great Reset,” the net 
effect of the economic correction of the late-2000s was a strain on America’s psyche and self confidence. 
DesignRevival24 is one group of planners’ and designers’ efforts to find inspiration during the economic 
downturn through development of an intensive, collaborative, 24-hour community design initiative.  The 
article identifies the process established for DesignRevival24 and its application in the community of Bluefield, 
West Virginia during the spring of 2011.  There is an increasing need in communities for ideas, inspiration, 
and early planning and design concepts to help jumpstart revitalization efforts that tap into a variety of public 
and private funding outlets.  DesignRevival24 provides a unique avenue for achievement of these ends for the 
right community.
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factors are present, propelling volunteer efforts forward 
from identified need into action.                   
From a review of planning and design literature, two 
primary elements are often at work in fomenting planning 
and design related volunteer efforts.  First, the idea of social 
responsibility rings genuine for professional and citizen 
planners engaging in pro bono activities.  These groups and 
individuals are motivated by personal values and beliefs 
in areas aligned closely with the purposes of planning: 
conservation and efficient allocation of resources; evening 
out the playing field of information and resources; and 
facilitating change and 
broadening choice (Davidoff 
& Reiner 1962).  For 
planners and architects, 
having a responsibility to 
serve the public interest is 
codified as a core tenant for 
professional ethical conduct 
(American Institute of 
Architects 2007; American 
Planning Association 2009). 
For example, the American 
Institute of Architects (AIA) 
specifically calls out to 
its members to “…render 
public interest professional 
services, including pro bono 
services, and encourage their 
employees to render such 
services” (AIA 2007).  
For citizens, social 
responsibility in the form of volunteerism often emerges 
from their day to day experiences and a feeling that 
something needs to change.  For Van Jones, a community 
activist and leader in the Green Jobs Movement, the spark 
of inspiration came from an encounter with Julia Butterfly 
Hill and her two year battle to protect a redwood tree.  This 
encounter motivated Van Jones to write, speak and volunteer 
to fight urban poverty and global warming through the 
promotion of green jobs and “…reclaiming thrown-away 
communities” (Kolbert 2009).  For Mayor John Fetterman, 
a leading advocate of Rust Belt community renewal, 
social responsibility and stewardship came from his deep 
conviction that urban reinvention and regeneration can 
occur even in a town that had lost 90% of its population 
(Halpern 2011).  Mayor Fetterman and a team of volunteers 
took a do-it-yourself approach to Braddock, Pennsylvania, 
transforming buildings and vacant parcels into venues for 
the arts, urban agriculture, and other new uses.  
These examples also illustrate the second element 
at work in many planning and design volunteer efforts: 
resonance with a common cause.  Citizens and professionals 
working passionately towards a common cause have set 
in motion some of the most significant shifts in planning 
and design over the past 50 years—the environmental 
movement, growth management, sustainable design, and 
so many others in the U.S., we wanted to find something 
we could roll up our sleeves and fix.     
Our goal was to organize a process to bring together 
volunteer professional designers to develop, over a 
short period of time, ways a community could jumpstart 
revitalization efforts and tap into a variety of public 
and private funding outlets.  We felt if we could help a 
community identify and conceptually design even one 
small, financially attainable project, we might just set a 
neighborhood, town, or city on a new course toward long 
term revival.  DesignRevival24 became our outlet to this 
end.     
This paper will first 
provide an overview of the 
primary elements motivating 
volunteer planning and 
design efforts in the U.S. and 
the inspiration that led to the 
creation of DesignRevival24. 
The components of the 
DesignRevival24 process 
are then discussed.  The 
concluding sections present 
the application of the 
DesignRevival24 process 
in Bluefield, West Virginia 
followed by a review of the 
lessons learned from this first 
volunteer effort.     
Planning and Design 
Volunteerism 
Over the past century, volunteer planning and design 
efforts led by citizens and professionals enjoyed increased 
prominence in U.S. community revitalization efforts.  The 
social and legal shifts resulting from the City Beautiful, 
Garden City, and Progressive Movements, as well as 
nuisance and building regulation, gave rise to increased 
opportunities for substantive civic participation in the 
planning and design of cities and public places (Platt 2004). 
During the 1960s and early 1970s, new methods of guiding 
community development, which focused more on bottom-
up, grassroots initiatives, and advocacy planning, further 
broadened public involvement in planning and design 
(Campanella 2011; P. Davidoff 1965).  Today, citizens and 
professionals willing to donate their time to help shape 
communities and address social and economic needs are an 
essential part of the planning and design landscape (Eisner, 
Gallion, & Eisner 1993; Cary & Public Architecture 2010). 
The impetus behind pro bono planning and design 
initiatives varies.  Volunteer efforts afford planners, 
architects, landscape architects, and citizens the opportunity 
to address community needs; to create public spaces and 
architecture; to be entrepreneurial; to explore project types 
and problems not typically encountered or financially 
practical in a planning and design practice (Cary & Public 
Architecture 2010).  Often, several of these motivating 
The DesignRevival24 process consists of five main tasks, 
with the 24-hour design session serving as the “main 
event.”  Image courtesy of Scott Lagueux.   
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• The process is principally focused around bringing 
together a diverse team of design professionals for 
an intensive 24-hour work session with the selected 
community.      
• DesignRevival24 participants provide their time to 
selected communities free of charge and actively 
explore opportunities to defray any costs associated 
with transportation, venue booking, food and other 
materials.
• Ideas, plans, design concepts and other results derived 
from DesignRevival24 events are coupled with 
financing strategies and implementation suggestions 
following the event.  All results are packaged 
and given to a partner community for their study, 
assessment and potential pursuit.   
The DesignRevival24 Process
From this framework, a process was developed to 
move DesignRevival24 efforts forward.  Five key steps 
were identified:
1. Community Partner Identification.  During this 
stage, a community partner is sought out by the 
DesignRevival24 participants.  While parameters 
for community selection are kept flexible, the 
event is felt to have the greatest applicability for 
communities and towns with populations of 30,000 
or fewer residents and possessing a multifaceted list 
of community redevelopment needs.  After initial 
interviews and discussions, an invitation to hold 
an event is issued by a Mayor, City Council and/or 
Manager to the DesignRevival24 organizers.
2. Pre-Event Logistics.  The Pre-Event Logistics 
stage allows for all DesignRevival24 event 
details to be finalized.  This includes a site visit 
by DesignRevival24 organizers, refinement of 
community objective statements and design 
priorities, establishment of the event venue and 
arrangement of other essential items needed for the 
event to run smoothly.
3. The DesignRevival24 Main Session.  The 24-hour 
event generally follows a flow of site investigation 
in the late morning and early afternoon followed by 
team breakout sessions with community leaders and 
other project stakeholders.  Once DesignRevival24 
participants have a workable grasp of community 
issues, aspirations and opportunities, breakout 
groups are established and the all-night generation 
of ideas, strategies and design solutions begins. 
Projects are varied and can include park and 
streetscape initiatives, transportation and access 
enhancement design suggestions, redevelopment 
ideas, sustainable design schemes, public art 
opportunities, and many others.  Motivational 
others serve as visible examples.  On the project-by-
project level, individuals motivated by a common cause 
dedicate time and resources to achieve often extraordinary 
results.  The design and development of the Greater Boston 
Food Bank’s Yawkey Distribution Center was the result 
of hundreds of thousands of dollars in pro bono design 
services from firms motivated to support the food bank’s 
mission to alleviate hunger (Cary & Public Architecture 
2010; Campbell 2009).  
Making good design more accessible serves as a 
common cause in the formulation of multi-disciplinary 
confederations of design professionals.  These Community 
Design Centers (CDCs), often perform design work 
for little or no fee for communities in rural settings 
and underprivledged areas as well as support activities 
undertaken by many nonprofit groups.  Notable CDCs 
include Auburn University’s Rural Studio, Design Corps 
based in Raleigh, North Carolina, and the Community 
Design Collective in Philadelpha, Pennsylvania.  Most 
architecture and planning schools also take an active part in 
small city revitalization and redevelopment efforts, using 
these opportunties to become extensions of the classroom. 
Mississippi State’s Carl Small Town Center is an excellent 
example of this in practice.
The Inspiration and Backdrop for DesignRevival24
Our initial source of inspiration for DesignRevival24 
came from Cathy Monetti and Teresa Coles, founders of 
CreatAthon.  The idea behind CreatAthon is to gather 
professionals from the marketing, advertising and 
communications sectors and provide pro bono marketing 
services for nonprofits over a 24-hour, work-around-the-
clock creative blitz (CreatAthon).  Since its start in 1998, 73 
agencies have participated in the CreatAthon, conducting 
events in their respective markets during the designated 
CreatAthon Week.  The idea of concentrated community 
giving by design professionals had great appeal.  We 
wanted to see if a similar type of approach could work 
through bringing together planners, urbanists, architects, 
engineers, artists, and others in a collaborative burst of 
design energy for a community in need.  We liked the idea 
of a single event resulting in a community “jump start,” 
reigniting dialogue about local issues and opportunities and 
providing quick win ideas the community could assess and 
potentially implement.  The 24-hour duration of the event 
also held attraction.  We surmised that working through 
the night would not only be an efficient use of time, but 
would also tap into the passion and camaraderie we often 
felt working through the night in design studio. 
We established a statement of organizational purpose 
for DesignRevival24:
• DesignRevival24 seeks out community partners in 
need of a quick burst of design ideas, project concepts, 
redevelopment strategies, funding opportunities and 
other essentials to advance community redevelopment 
and renewal aspirations.  
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designers provide their best creative concepts with little 
additional community input.  While some design notions 
and concepts are fully formed, others are often early project 
schematics that require follow-on community review, 
assessment, and design effort if deemed worthwhile.  This 
arrangement also allows participating designers to have 
some degree of creative freedom to explore and express 
design ideas while still garnering valuable community 
input.          
DesignRevival24 and Bluefield, West Virginia
Background on Bluefield
For the first DesignRevial24 event we selected 
Bluefield, West Virginia as the partnering community. 
The City of Bluefield is located in the heart of Appalachia 
on the southern edge of West Virginia.  The growth and 
development of the City was directly linked to the discovery, 
removal, and transport of coal. Additionally, the geography 
of Bluefield made it an ideal place for the natural gravity 
switching of trains.  Due to this geographic advantage, 
the City served as a transportation hub and headquarters 
of the Norfolk and Western Rail Company.  At the height 
of demand during World War I, over 40 million tons of 
coal passed through Bluefield’s rail yards (Mercer County 
Convention and Visitors Bureau 2012).  During Bluefield’s 
coal boom, the City’s Downtown developed rapidly.  For 
a period, it became one of the first U.S. cities to have a 
noticeable skyline and five o’clock traffic congestion. 
Bluefield’s population peaked in 1940 at approximately 
25,000 residents.    
While the Great Depression nearly bankrupted 
Bluefield, the post-war period ushered in economic and 
population decline.  The introduction and globalization of 
other fuel sources and the subsequent decline in the price of 
coal and need for rail transport had a significant dampening 
impact on the community.  Today, the City’s population is 
less than half of its peak population, leaving much of its 
downtown vacant or underutilized.  More than 20.4% of 
people in Bluefield and surrounding areas live in poverty 
and household incomes decreased throughout the later part 
of the 2000s (Coil 2011).
The revitalization challenges apparent in Bluefield 
during our community partner identification stage were 
offset by several threads of opportunity.  The City is a 
community with a relaxed atmosphere, inviting climate, 
and growing art scene.  Its citizens are passionate about 
their City and surrounding natural areas.  Bluefield’s 
growth period left behind a remarkable collection of 
buildings, architecture, and transportation infrastructure. 
Bluefield also has a number of dynamic leaders actively 
interested in the City’s renewal.  Of note was City Manager 
Andy Merriman, who took an immediate interest in the 
DesignRevival24 concept and the potential for it to be a 
transformative event for the community.  For these and 
other reasons, Bluefield became the perfect—and willing—
candidate for DesignRevival24.  
speakers, music, and other techniques are used to 
keep designers engaged and energized throughout the 
course of the evening and early morning.  As work 
is completed, team members compile the results and 
prepare for a morning presentation to community 
leaders, stakeholders, and the general public.  The 
morning unveiling of design work is a final uplifting 
moment for all participants to showcase the fruits of 
their all-night effort. 
4. Post-Event Packaging.  Following the conclusion 
of the DesignRevival24 event, organizers assemble 
a summary document and refined presentation of all 
the various projects.  Critical under the Post-Event 
Packaging stage is preparation of a compendium of 
funding and implementation strategies tailored to 
specific project initiatives. 
 5. Final Community Presentation.  A final public 
presentation wraps up the process.  This meeting, held 
approximately one month after the DesignRevival24 
main session, allows for presentation of overall 
event results and funding suggestions.
Much like a charrette, DesignRevival24 is organized 
to foster collaborative work between professionals and 
community participants, encourage multi-disciplinary 
teamwork, compress creative problem solving, and look 
at community issues and opportunities holistically (Urban 
Design Associates 2003; NCI 2012).  Our process diverges 
from traditional charrette efforts in its limited opportunities 
for feedback loops during the course of the planning and 
design event.  Volunteer planners and designers listen 
closely to community needs and input during the pre-event 
logistics stage and in the early hours of the DesignRevival24 
main session.  Once these points of interaction conclude, 
The City of Bluefield, West Virginia, was selected as the first 
DesignRevival24 partner community.  One of the attractive 
features of Bluefield is its remarkable collection of downtown 
buildings and transportation infrastructure.  Image courtesy of 
Lunch+Recess.
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evening with presentations by local community members, 
a live music performance, and other activities, all in an 
attempt to keep participants motivated and working hard.   
By 5 AM on April 2, volunteers began to wrap up 
design ideas and proceeded to assemble work into a 
uniform presentation and drawing pinup area.  At 8:30 AM, 
the public returned and volunteers presented their work to 
those in attendance for feedback.  The presentation and 
project work were organized into ten sections, recounted 
below: 
The DesignRevival24 Process in Bluefield
With the community partner identified, the 
DesignRevival24 team set about its pre-event logistical 
tasks.  The dates of April 1 and 2, 2011, were established 
for the main event in Bluefield.  Two meetings were held 
with the City Manager and other stakeholders during the 
early part of 2011 to select a venue space, coordinate 
transportation, collect background data on the City and 
region, and to organize a “wish list” of key focus areas and 
objectives.  
The development of this wish list proved crucial to 
the success of the DesignRevival24 event as it provided 
an initial framework from which volunteers could select 
and study projects they were interested in advancing. 
The list generally centered on revitalization initiatives 
such as vacant building adaptive reuse, open space and 
streetscape enhancement, and expansion of offerings to 
bring people downtown.  However, the list also touched on 
many broader, overarching objectives for the community. 
Officials wanted to find opportunities to grow their local 
economy, increase tourism, preserve historic assets, and to 
take care of its economically underprivileged.  
Also during the pre-development phase, we 
approached volunteers to participate in the first 
DesignRevival24 effort.  A total of 26 design professionals 
from three practices—LandDesign, 505Design, and 
Lunch+Recess—signed up to participate in the 24-hour 
event with others pledging support for follow-on activities. 
Volunteers selected and refined definitive projects under 
each of the wish list focus areas and set about doing initial 
desktop research.  We also established three key managerial 
roles for the effort:  an overall project leader (Dan Dodd), 
a project logistics manager (Kate Pearce), and production 
manager (the author).         
On April 1, 2011, the main team of volunteers 
departed from Charlotte, N.C., on a Bluefield Area Transit 
bus organized by the City.  Upon arrival in the City, the 
team quickly established their work spaces and materials 
in a venue room at the historic Commercial Bank Building. 
Following a brief welcome statement by Bluefield’s Mayor 
and City Manager, a series of pre-arranged morning 
and early afternoon sessions with city leaders and area 
stakeholders commenced, with members of the public also 
dropping in to meet with designers at designated “topic” 
tables.  At 2 PM, design volunteers fanned out across 
the City and into adjacent neighborhoods to photograph, 
measure, and sketch initial thoughts on placement of a 
farmers market, urban infill opportunities, streetscape 
ideas, and others.  By 5 PM, designers were back at the 
Commercial Bank Building holding a second round of 
meetings with community leaders and residents.  Many 
of these meetings turned into small design sessions where 
community members and designers started to explore initial 
ideas and sketches with their respective topic groups.  By 
early evening, members of the public left, and design teams 
started their round-the-clock effort to explore, enhance, and 
detail ideas and concepts.  Event organizers punctuated the 
Volunteers spent the first hours of the DesignRevival24 main 
event photographing, measuring, and sketching existing 
conditions in Downtown and other locations across the City of 
Bluefield.  Photo courtesy of Lunch+Recess.
Engaging community members at various times during the 
first day of the DesignRevival24 main event was critical for 
volunteers.  This information exchange allowed designers to 
rapidly develop an understanding of community issues and 
explore initial design ideas.  Image courtesy of Lunch+Recess.
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6. P r i n c e t o n 
Avenue Promenade. 
Princeton Avenue 
is a major east-
west corridor 
linking Downtown 
to the surrounding 
regional roadway 
network.  For this 
group, concepts were 
explored to redevelop 
the Downtown section of the roadway and create 
space for an urban greenway and park overlooking 
Bluefield’s rail infrastructure. 
7. Public Art.  Several groups and artists are working 
throughout Bluefield to create important spaces 
for invention, exploration, and celebration of the 
arts.  This design group explored new temporary 
and permanent art installation locations.  They 
accompanied this work with examples of other U.S. 
cities and their respective art in public places efforts.  
8. City Park Renovation.  City Park is a forty-acre 
regional park offering trails, ball courts and other 
passive and active recreational amenities.  A volunteer 
landscape architect worked on a new concept plan to 
enhance facility linkage and integration and form a 
stronger hierarchy of natural, passive and active open 
spaces.
9. Virtual Storytelling.  This team charged itself with 
finding new and unique ways to engage visitors 
in Bluefield’s history and other local and regional 
offerings.  The team also focused on new modes of 
storytelling, including devising a complete program 
for “online and on-street” interaction with key 
locations and historic sites.    
10. Recycling Program.  Participants of this team 
devised a financially feasible plan for Bluefield to 
start its own Citywide recycling program.                           
Following this community presentation, the 
volunteers returned home.  After a few days of rest, the 
volunteers assembled all their prepared work and made 
any needed refinements and adjustments requested by 
community participants to improve the communication 
and clarity of design ideas.  A handful of volunteers also 
spent time researching all possible public and private 
funding opportunities available locally and at the state and 
federal level.  Funding and implementation ideas were 
packaged as a printed toolbox of resources and information 
that the community could use to help prioritize and 
advance projects.  On May 17, 2011, the DesignRevival24 
team presented the final package of volunteer work to an 
audience of approximately 150 citizens.  
1. The Big Picture. 
Review of small 
town revitalization 
efforts and the 
successful clues 
they leave behind 
of applicability to 
Bluefield. 
2. D o w n t o w n 
R e v i t a l i z a t i o n 
and Infill Opportunities.  Overall challenges and 
opportunities for Bluefield’s revitalization.  Key 
redevelopment parcels were identified for infill and 
open space creation with the goal of improving the 
connectivity and quality of the pedestrian realm and 
redefining the street hierarchy and traffic pattern.
3. Downtown Residential Concepts.  Five residential 
typologies were recommended for various locations 
around the Downtown core.  The East End and 
Artist Row typologies explored ways to use existing 
infrastructure to create small, walkable residential 
neighborhoods with shared open space.  The Elder 
Housing typology sought to create an age-in-place, 
cohousing development node on City owned parcels 
and close to community services.  The Urban Student 
typology explored opportunities within underutilized 
medium density buildings to meet growing affordable 
housing demand by students enrolled at Bluefield 
State College and other area academic institutions. 
Finally, an Infill Housing typology attempted to 
create a design standard and address smaller, one-off 
Downtown parcels in need of transformation.
4. Farm to Marketplace.  This design team focused on 
opportunities to embrace the local food movement, 
support local health, and create a food distribution 
point by creating a mixed-use, adaptive reuse 
development at a collection of parcels in Downtown. 
The designers prepared a series of concepts that sought 
to integrate a farmers market, a small collection of 
permanent and rotating dining establishments, and 
a community kitchen preparation and distribution 
space. They also explored the potential of using the 
project’s favorable proximity to main rail lines as a 
means to ship agricultural products and prepared 
foods to the broader marketplace.
5. Downtown Streetscape Strategies.  The focus of 
this group was to explore opportunities to create 
new gateways into Downtown as well as ideas for 
streetscape enhancement.  They also explored the 
enhancement of Chicory Square and the creation of 
a new public space for trainspotting enthusiasts—an 
important source of visitors to Downtown Bluefield. 
“I had no idea I was going to see what I 
saw this morning.  It just far exceeded 
any expectations we could have had for 
what was going to go on.  There is a lot of 
excitement and enthusiasm for going on 
into the future.” (Sternloff 2011)
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National and Community Service 2008; Cary & Public 
Architecture 2010).
Volunteers also commented that the time invested in 
pre-event logistics and the hands on attitude by the City 
Manager allowed DesignRevival24 to run smoothly.  This 
freed participants to focus their energy on community 
analysis and development of design ideas without any 
prolonged down time awaiting direction on what tasks to 
work on next.   
Despite the time limitations on public participation 
leading up to and during the first eight hours of the 
DesignRevival24 Main Event, participants felt their 
contribution could be furthered through the matching of 
key community members to design teams.  One suggestion 
was to have community members serve as “tour leaders” 
during site exploration, allowing them to provide 
additional understanding of community elements and 
issues as they explore and conduct photo documentation. 
Matching would also allow designers to follow up with 
key community members and leaders to provide guidance 
on implementation and stay connected with revitalization 
efforts.
Volunteers from Lunch+Recess prepared a five 
minute documentary of the Bluefield DesignRevival24 
event.  This documentary effectively captured the spirit 
and emotion of the day, allowing it to be recounted to 
volunteers and the community at a later time.  Participants 
felt this documentary became an essential deliverable and 
Lessons Learned
We look back at our first DesignRevival24 event 
as a laboratory from which a number of experiences 
and outcomes can be learned from and applied to future 
efforts.  The DesignRevival24 Main Event and follow on 
community meetings were well received by the leaders 
and citizens of Bluefield.  Since the Bluefield effort, the 
City used many of the materials and implementation 
strategies to apply for grants and prioritize three projects 
for further exploration and funding.  These projects include 
improvements to City Park, public art installations, and the 
farm to marketplace center.  Private sector interests are also 
looking into implementation of DesignRevival24 project 
suggestions and elements. 
Design volunteers provided significant feedback on 
the event, the results, and how such events can be enhanced 
for future engagements.  All participants felt they received 
back far more than what was put into the effort.  Part of 
this feeling resulted from the positive chemistry between 
participants and the appreciation shown for the work that 
was produced.  Design participants also felt invigorated by 
the event’s high degree of creative freedom and opportunity 
it afforded to use their professional skills as part of a 
volunteer initiative.  This second point seems to track 
closely with other studies and research on volunteering in 
the U.S. that found that those who use their professional 
skills when volunteering are far more satisfied and likely 
to continue those efforts in the future (Corporation for 
A new concept plan for Bluefield’s City Park was prepared to better integrate open spaces and active recreation areas.  Image 
courtesy of Shaun Tooley and Scott Lagueux.    
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that future events should be filmed and encapsulated in a 
similar fashion. 
Other insights received by DesginRevival24 
participants include:      
      
• Future DesignRevival24 events should broaden the 
types of professional volunteers to include economic 
and real estate experts, branding and graphic identity 
designers, and local and regional artists. 
• With one DesignRevival24 initiative in hand, 
volunteers should seek out corporate sponsorship and 
501(c)(3) status funding sources to assist in defraying 
event costs to volunteers and the recipient community. 
• DesignRevival24’s applicability in post disaster 
community rebuilding efforts and community 
revitalization efforts outside the U.S. should be 
explored.
The Future of DesignRevival24
Design participants are motivated to hold another 
DesignRevival24 event in the fall of 2012.  Community 
selection is ongoing.  For this next event, the number of 
design firms and participants will be expanded.  For the 
2012 DesignRevial24 event, the hope is also to modify the 
approach to include a group of aspiring design professionals 
from high schools and colleges.  The intent is to pair these 
students with a design professional through the course 
of the DesignRevival24 event to provide mentorship and 
experience with multi-disciplinary design work sessions.
For more information:  http://www.designrevival24.com/
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Urban planning plays an important role in shaping the 
American landscape.  Planning helped mitigate the negative 
side effects of market dynamics in cities by regulating land 
use, fostered the construction of public and affordable 
housing, and worked to eliminate noxious environmental 
conditions.  While the discipline has never been purely 
redistributionist, historically the social equity aspect of 
planning helped legitimize the profession.  However, with 
the rise of neo-liberalism (Harvey 1991) – an economic 
ideology that is dogmatic in its belief that the market will 
regulate itself – urban planning lost much of its original 
sense of purpose.  In many cities in the United States, 
planning became a facilitator of “development at all costs.” 
In doing so, the profession surrendered its capacity to help 
foster more socially just cities.  Further, the ideological shift 
of the United States to the right diminished the political 
space for planning.1  Many conservative regions now 
reject planning not only on economic, but also ideological 
grounds, pushing the discipline to the edges of power. 
Together with the fallout from the recent foreclosure crisis, 
which stemmed partially from deregulation, this outlier 
status creates a unique and challenging space for planners. 
We contend that the urban planning profession can regain 
its purpose and legitimacy only by reconnecting with its 
roots of planning for equity—not just development.
This paper will trace the conditions that led to this 
crisis in planning and offer thoughts on potential solutions. 
In the first section, the current period of stagnation in 
planning is contextualized through a brief overview of the 
historic arc of the profession in the United States.  Then 
the effect of the neo-liberal transition on cities is explored, 




Over the past several decades the planning discipline assumed a supportive role in the planning process; 
facilitating development while losing its consideration for equity.  Responsibility for both urban planning, 
and for project funding, shifted to localized forms of government. The increasing influence of private funding 
interests in planning sidelined the role of the planner further.  In this article, the authors trace the conditions 
that led to this crisis in planning and offer thoughts on potential solutions.  They argue that the urban planning 
profession can regain its purpose and legitimacy only by reconnecting with its roots of planning for equity—
not just development.
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with workers’ housing frequently built adjacent to factories. 
Outbreaks of infectious disease and tenement fires were 
commonplace.  City Beautiful proponents acknowledged 
the need for development regulation, to mitigate the 
negative effects of industrialization and rapid urban growth 
(Beauregard 2003).  Reforms promoted, ranging from 
land use separation to building codes, benefited the urban 
working class by making their places of dwelling safer.  At 
the same time, the reforms aimed to prevent disruptions 
to industrial capital accumulation and to “civilize” and 
control the growing population of industrial workers.  
As America dealt with the social and economic 
fallout from the Great Depression, rational planning 
emerged as the dominant ideology within the discipline 
(Beauregard 2003).  Like the City Beautiful movement, 
rational planning promoted state intervention to regulate 
market inefficiencies.  For example, progressive forces 
marshaled rational planning approaches to provide for the 
production of housing, developing thousands of middle-
income housing units.  On the federal level, the promotion 
of FHA-subsidized mortgages was seen as the antithesis 
of communism.  At the height of the McCarthyist era, real 
estate developer and production housing pioneer William 
Levitt suggested: “No man who owns his own house and 
lot can be a Communist” (May 2008).
The socio-political context  of the 1960s – emphasizing 
community involvement in urban governance – created 
a backlash against the rational planner, both within the 
profession and among emerging grassroots movements in 
cities.  The rise of advocacy planning allowed the discipline 
to hold on to some respectability in the public eye.  Like the 
City Beautiful and rational planning movements, advocacy 
planning sought to regulate the market.  However, it also 
sought to address the uneven distribution of power and 
services across racial and class lines.  Further, advocacy 
planning was explicitly political, drawing on ideas 
emerging out of the newly empowered civil society.  While 
advocacy planning was oriented towards the needs of the 
underrepresented communities in cities, it  accepted the 
existence of a market system.  It did not seek to disrupt or 
curtail market growth in the city, but rather to “redistribute 
its benefits and burdens” (Davis 2006).
Contextualizing the American Planning Practice in the 
Rise of Neo-Liberalism 
As advocacy planning developed within the urban 
planning practice, the process of liberalization transformed 
the world economy.  This transformation was paired with 
a socio-political shift to the right, and the ascendance of 
neo-liberalism, an economic ideology both averse to state 
intervention and dogmatic in its belief that the market will 
regulate itself.  As an ideology, neo-liberalism evolved 
over time, but its effects on American cities included 
privatization of municipal services, emphasis on financial 
markets, weakening of labor power, outsourcing of jobs, 
and the gradual elimination of the welfare state (Harvey 
2007).  As the state moved away from the role of market 
before turning to a discussion of the state of planning today. 
Ultimately, we recommend steps that the field should take 
to regain its legitimacy.  
Historic Narrative – City Beautiful, Rational Planning, 
and Advocacy Planning  
Urban planning as we recognize it today – a field 
distinct from architecture, public health, and engineering 
– emerged over the course of the last century and a half. 
Primarily, planning began as a response to the development 
of industrial capitalism in the U.S., mitigating the negative 
effects of the market on cities.  From the late 19th century 
through the 20th century, planning progressed through a 
series of eras, each representative of the broader social 
and political ideas of its time.  The discipline’s historical 
framework includes a broad spectrum of influences, 
ranging from radical social movements to authoritarianism 
(Hall 2002).  
Toward the end of the 19th century, the City Beautiful 
movement emerged in response to the unregulated market 
growth of the Gilded Age.  Proponents of the movement, 
including wealthy business owners and Progressive middle 
class reformers, sought to organize the city in a manner that 
would serve the emerging industrial economy (Szczygiel 
2003).  Uncurbed urban and industrial development led to 
overcrowding among the swelling urban working class, 
Mayor Robert Wagner, Robert Moses.  Robert Moses is 
perhaps the best known proponent of rational planning.  Image 
courtesy of the Library of Congress. 
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American centers of international finance such as New York 
and Los Angeles shifted their planning processes towards 
the subsidy of luxury housing, hotels, office buildings, 
and convention centers (Botein 2009; Moody 2006).  This 
orientation toward development that attracts global capital 
was replicated in cities with less global influence, including 
Cleveland, Denver, Oakland, Providence, St. Louis and 
Newark.  The push is for continuous economic growth, at 
all costs, and the equity influence of planning is tokenized to 
a public hearing or to the devotion of a small percentage of 
luxury apartment building to upper-middle class residents. 
Planners, as Beauregard suggests, “are less and less able 
to maintain even the façade of being concerned with those 
outside the loop of economic prosperity.  No longer is the 
idea to improve society” (Beauregard 2003).
Urban Planning in the 21st Century 
Within the neoliberal restructuring of urban planning, 
planners have less power over the process, and are more 
reliant on the needs of business interests in the city.  The 
planning profession’s role is now to facilitate development, 
and city planners operate in the service of business and 
political stakeholders.  This political and economic 
climate, paired with uncertainty about purpose within the 
profession, has decreased the pool of traditional planning 
jobs.  On the local level, there is a slight variation between 
“liberal” and “conservative” cities and states, but the 
end result is the same – fewer jobs and less influence for 
planners.  
In large urban centers that have progressive traditions, 
the idea that the city has to be operated like a business 
prevails under “the veneer of liberalism” (Sirota 2011). 
The business backgrounds of contemporary city leaders 
such as Rahm Emanuel in Chicago and Michael Bloomberg 
in New York City are no secret.  Both presided over the 
influx of private interests into the process of planning 
and governance of their respective cities.  After his recent 
election, Emanuel “quickly filled his administration with 
regulator to allow the market to regulate itself, the very 
purpose of planning came into question.  Reflecting neo-
liberal ideology, the planning discipline assumed a more 
supportive role, facilitating the restructuring of the post-
industrial city for new forms of capital accumulation.  
 The rise of conservative ideology in the mid-1970s — 
linked to neo-liberalism by its distrust of the welfare state 
and hostility towards government intervention — shifted or 
“devolved” responsibility for both urban planning, and for 
project funding, to  more localized forms of government 
(Davis 2006).  As part of a larger conservative goal to 
reduce the role of government, devolution of planning 
was paired with deep spending cuts to programs that 
facilitated the planning process.  The cuts went beyond the 
local planning department, affecting housing, community, 
transportation, and parks programs.  The most dramatic 
illustration of this was President Nixon’s 1973 moratorium 
on funding for affordable housing, which left state and city 
housing departments scrambling to fund programs that 
heavily relied on federal grants in the past.
While there are benefits to local planning, including a 
more nuanced understanding of local needs, the devolution 
of planning responsibilities through the 1970s and 1980s 
coincided with the rise of extreme home rule and hostility 
to regional planning.  Home rule frequently yields 
planning practices that foster socio-economic segregation 
including exclusionary zoning, gated communities, and 
environmentally destructive suburban sprawl.  Likewise, 
devolution makes it difficult for planners to see beyond 
their isolated, individual needs.  As each suburban township 
fights to increase its tax base without regional oversight, 
the needs of the region and of those who cannot contribute 
to the local tax base, are sidelined.  Further, the smaller the 
municipality, the more sway a private developer can have 
over the planning process (Langdon 1997).  As a result of 
decreased government funding, states and cities shifted 
increasingly to public-private partnerships to fund planning 
projects.  Public-private partnerships are not intrinsically 
dangerous to planning.  Partnerships among planners and 
neighborhood or faith-based organizations frequently 
produce plans that are sensitive to local conditions. 
However, such plans are less open to public scrutiny than 
publically funded projects (Beauregard 2003).  Funding 
for any project is rarely provided without stipulations or 
an agenda.  Partnerships frequently increase the role of 
moneyed private interests in the planning process, while 
decreasing the influence of the public planner—this is 
true both in unincorporated townships and larger “global 
cities.” In the case of the unincorporated township, the 
private force might be just one real estate developer, while 
in the case of larger urban centers, it may be a multi-
national corporation.
With the emergence of a globalized economy in the 
late 1970s, the form of city organization – pioneered by 
the City Beautiful Movement and expanded under rational 
planning to respond to the problems of industrial capitalism 
– no longer fit the needs of the restructured market. 
Slum Demolition.  Large scale slum clearance was a common 
facet of urban renewal, popular during the rational planning 
stage.  Image courtesy of the Library of Congress.
46
Carolina Planning    Volume 37
Mironova and Larson
popular support.  To regain legitimacy, urban planning 
needs to reconnect with the historic undercurrent of equity 
planning, embrace planning from the margins, build a 
constituency, plan based on community needs, and propose 
bolder ideas for the future.  
Addressed most explicitly by the advocacy planners 
of the late 1960s, equity planning concerns itself with 
the fair redistribution of resources and uses across space. 
The equity aspect of planning is more relevant than ever 
before because the role of planning as a spatial regulator 
of the negative effects of industrial capitalism is obsolete. 
Further, the residual effects of neo-liberalism that pushed 
planning out to the sidelines, also created a unique space 
for a redefinition of the urban planning profession.
Planning interventions from the periphery of power 
historically augmented the “master narrative” (Szczygiel 
2003) of planning and allowed for a more equitable 
planning process.  Since urban planning is nebulous and 
difficult for many to define, ‘periphery’ does not necessary 
mean the non-profit sector, but rather planning that pushes 
against the non-equitable strains within the profession.  In 
some cases, professionally trained planners presented such 
interventions.  For example, urban planner and community 
activist Walter Thabit worked with the community to 
develop an alternative plan for New York City’s Cooper 
Square, which was slated for demolition under a massive 
urban renewal project in the 1960s.  In other cases, pressure 
has come from outside of the professional and academic 
spheres; the resident takeovers of landlord abandoned 
buildings on New York City’s Lower East Side and in 
the South Bronx in the 1970s forced the city to create 
new policy, allowing the transfer of tenure to the tenants 
(Mele 2000).  For a relatively young discipline, there is a 
rich historic undercurrent of planning from the margins. 
There is space in the public, private, and non-profit sectors 
for equity planning and in order to regain legitimacy 
and purpose, the profession should draw on this historic 
undercurrent.  
Community-centered infrastructure planning and 
participatory budgeting offer additional examples of 
current equity planning and ways to build a constituency 
(Beauregard 2003).  However, such efforts remain 
fractured and localized.  This balkanization makes it 
difficult to confront the root causes of urban inequity. 
Planners need to make connections with each other, with 
other professionals, community organizers, faith groups, 
and elected officials, without losing sight of the planner’s 
role in the planning process.  Most importantly, planners 
have to build a constituency by encouraging meaningful 
participation in the communities that they plan for.  By 
giving communities a real stake in the planning process 
and building relationships with other disciplines, planning 
can begin to regain legitimacy and relevance.  Further, 
stronger inter-professional links and access to community-
based resources can decrease the reliance of planning 
projects on funding supplied by private developers and 
business interests.  In addition, public involvement adds an 
corporate consultants eager to accelerate the privatization 
already under way” (Sirota 2011).  Under Bloomberg, the 
contract budget, which accounts for private companies that 
do business with and for New York City, grew by $3 billion 
(Day 2011).  Private firms are hired not only for technical 
services, but to craft policy, strategy, and management 
(Day 2011).  While some of these jobs may go to private 
urban planning and design firms, many go to managerial 
and business consultants.  Further, top positions in city 
departments employing corporate consultants, like the 
Metropolitan Transit Authority and the Chicago and 
New York housing authorities, are filled with individuals 
with business or banking backgrounds, frequently with 
no experience in transportation or housing management. 
Urban planning in these cities follows the basic neoliberal 
notion that “market ideology is an ethic in itself, capable of 
acting as a guide for all human action” (Harvey 2007).  In 
this environment, an aspiring planner has a better chance 
of landing a position in planning with a Masters in business 
administration than with a degree in planning.  
The climate is even worse for planners in American 
states and municipalities that are traditionally conservative. 
For example, in early 2011, Florida Governor Rick Scott 
turned down $2 million of federal funding for a high-
speed rail and essentially eliminated the Department of 
Community Affairs, the state agency responsible for growth 
management (Pittman 2011).  Scott’s decision cut existing 
planning jobs and rejected federal money that would 
facilitate the creation of future jobs in a state hit particularly 
hard by the financial crisis.  This decision only makes sense 
within a specific conservative worldview that is beholden 
to a mythology of government non-interference even when 
the government intervention facilitates development.  
Regaining Legitimacy 
Today, the planning profession is in a period of 
stagnation—it is stifled by a lack of funding, political and 
Union Station.  Washington DC’s Union Station, designed 
by Daniel Burnham, is an example of a grandiose public work 
project constructed by the City Beautiful movement.  Image 
courtesy of the Library of Congress.
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of a new cultural shift.  According to an opinion piece in 
the New York Times, “we are at the end of the 30-year 
Reagan era, a period that has culminated in soaring income 
for the top 1 percent and crushing unemployment or income 
stagnation for much of the rest.  The overarching challenge 
of the coming years is to restore prosperity and power for 
the 99 percent” (Sachs 2011).  While it is too early to say 
that we are at the dawn of a new Progressive Era or a New 
Deal, there is certainly an opportunity for planners to push 
for plans oriented around equity and for broader changes in 
the accepted planning process.
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Planning is also long overdue for bold initiatives. 
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all costs” doctrine did not happen naturally—it was an 
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The residual effects of the foreclosure crisis and the populist 
discontent harnessed by the Occupy Wall Street movement 
is seen by some journalists and academics as the beginning 
Cooper Square protest.  The Cooper Square Committee 
organized against urban renewal, providing an alternative 
advocacy planning model.  Image courtesy of  the Cooper Square 
Committee.
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Lori Quinn and Bryman Suttle
Editors’ Note:  Carolina Planning regularly publishes a feature highlighting projects from members of the 
North Carolina Chapter of the American Planning Association (NCAPA).  This year’s submissions focus 
on initiatives that are reinforcing the relevancy of planning in various North Carolina communities.  From 
case studies discussing the role of robust plans in shaping the future of a community to articles highlighting 
the importance of using data to help inform planning activities and funding, these writers provide valuable 
insights into the important role North Carolina planners play in shaping the futures of their communities.
Judy Francis, AICP, is the Western Programs Coordinator for 
the N.C. Department of Environment and Natural Resources 
Office of Conservation Planning & Community Affairs.  She 
serves as the Executive Secretary for the N.C. Mountain 
Resources Commission and is based in Asheville, NC. 
Glenn Simmons, RLA, AICP, is a Registered Landscape 
Architect and Principal Planner with the joint Winston-Salem 
and Forsyth County Planning Department.  Currently he heads 
the Comprehensive Planning and Implementation section of the 
City-County Planning Department. 
Corey Liles serves as Planner for the Research Triangle 
Foundation of North Carolina, manager and developer of 
the Research Triangle Park. He provides technical input and 
other support for land-use and infrastructure projects in RTP, 
including the new Master Plan.
Lori Quinn works as a Planning Coordinator for the Charlotte-
Mecklenburg Planning Department.  She earned her Master 
of Arts in Geography from the University of North Carolina at 
Charlotte and has experience applying GIS in land development 
analysis, environmental analysis and database design.
Bryman Suttle works for the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Planning 
Department.  He has over 10 years of experience as a community 
planner.
As one of the fastest growing states in the country, 
North Carolina needs visionary planning now more than 
ever.  The NCAPA-contributed articles in this feature 
highlight various tools and approaches that reinforce the 
importance of the planning profession in guiding the state’s 
future.  Below is an overview of the pieces:
Western North Carolina Vitality Index
Judy Francis discusses the Western North Carolina 
Vitality Index, a product of the Mountain Resources 
Commission, and the need for comprehensive and publicly 
available environmental, economic, and cultural data.  The 
new web-based decision support tool is designed to inform 
and encourage regional decision making with an emphasis 
on quantitative metrics that measure sustainability.  Francis 
highlights the importance of this tool in combining various 
data sources and indicators that are related to sustainability 
and are relevant to the entire Western region of North 
Carolina. 
Comprehensive Plans and Key Public Investments: 
Promoting Land Uses that Generate Positive Fiscal 
Impacts
Glenn Simmons examines the fiscal implications of 
different development patterns and suggests that Winston-
Salem and Forsyth County maximize the investment 
benefits of public resources and promote fiscally efficient 
land uses in their upcoming comprehensive plan. 
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The Quilt Trails of Western N.C. Initiative is an example of 
place-based economic development. It capitalizes on specific 
natural and cultural assets that can’t be outsourced beyond the 
region.  Image courtesy of Barbara Webster.
Simmons recommends that planners consider the tax base, 
sustainable land use, and public investment implications 
of higher density versus low density development.  The 
article emphasizes the opportunity for planners to use 
comprehensive plans to targete public investments 
specifically to spur private investment.
Positioning Research Triangle Park for Continued 
Prosperity
Corey Liles confers the major features of the new 
Research Triangle Park (RTP) Master Plan.  The plan 
recognizes the need to capitalize on partnerships and 
promote clustered, mixed use development in order for 
RTP to remain competitive with other global innovation 
centers.  Liles highlights the importance of responding 
to the needs of the businesses it is trying to attract while 
also building RTP’s community brand.  The article also 
highlights the history of the development of RTP, the role 
that partnerships played in its creation, and the importance 
of partnerships in building its future.
Area Plan Implementation Program:  From Paper to 
Progress
Lori Quinn highlights Charlotte’s Area Plan 
Implementation Program, a planning and database initiative 
that inventories, analyzes, tracks funding, and documents 
recommendations from a variety of adopted city plans.  The 
program empowers planners to work with the community 
to produce and deliver on plans with a realistic opportunity 
of implementation.  Quinn highlights the usefulness 
of the database in understanding costs associated with 
recommendations and encouraging collaboration between 
the Planning Department and other city business functions.
Creating a Place-Based Vitality 
Index for Western North Carolina
Judy Francis
Most planners working in the Western region of North 
Carolina are well aware that the region’s environment, 
economy, and cultural traditions are inextricably bound 
together from both historical and contemporary perspectives. 
Extraordinary mountain landscapes and globally-significant 
levels of biodiversity inspire entrepreneurial energy that 
manifests as exquisite art, enchanting music, and place-
based industries that provide thousands of jobs and pump 
millions of dollars into the regional economy.  Nurturing 
the region’s strengths and assets over time depends on our 
ability to see the connections between these diverse local 
assets and chart a future that is a sustainable response to 
the possibilities and limitations of this particular place. 
To this effect, the Western North Carolina Vitality Index 
(WNC Vitality Index), funded by the Mountain Resources 
Commission (MRC), is a new web-based decision support 
tool recently developed to inform decision-makers and the 
general public about sustainability issues in the western 27 
counties.  
Regional projects require broad-based participation 
from both public and private entities that are able to 
come together in a forum that is conducive to honest 
communication and reliable technical data.  In 2009, the 
General Assembly adopted legislation that created the 
MRC, a group with a legislative charge to coordinate 
with local and regional partners and provide advisory 
recommendations and educational tools to protect and 
enhance the region’s place-based assets.  During the 
initial strategic planning work session held soon after 
the establishment of the MRC, the members adopted the 
following mission statement: “The mission of the North 
Carolina [MRC] is to take care of our natural resources to 
enhance and sustain quality of life and ensure the long-term 
health of our region and our people.”  The members also 
discussed the need to encourage a vision of sustainability 
that would encompass all 27 counties in the western 
region by illustrating the connections that exist between its 
natural, cultural, and economic conditions and examining 
the viability of each as a relationship to the other. 
The need for a product like the Vitality Index was 
recognized for some time throughout the western region. 
Funding entities, such as the Blue Ridge National Heritage 
Area, often expressed the need for regional information 
to help guide grant decisions for targeted priorities that 
benefit the region as a whole.  A number of organizations 
collect data on specific issue sectors, but prior to the 
Vitality Index, there was no concerted effort to consolidate 
the information into one tool and examine the relationships 
between different issues.  The inability to easily access 
comprehensive information is a barrier to more effective 
regional coordination and allocation of limited resources 
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through grant awards and program funds.  
The U.S. Forest Service developed a wonderful hard 
copy and web-based product, the Western North Carolina 
Report Card on Forest Sustainability, which focuses on 
the connections between the future of forestry and other 
sustainability metrics for the region1.  The Report Card 
begins to address the need for a regional examination 
of sustainability, however only covers 17 counties and 
is focused on a particular resource topic area.  The U.S. 
Forest Service contracted with Jim Fox at the National 
Environmental Modeling and Analysis Center (NEMAC) 
at the University of North Carolina-Asheville to assist with 
the development of the Report Card.  Mr. Fox, a technical 
advisor to the MRC, provided them with some options 
of how the Report Card could be expanded to cover the 
entire western region and include additional sustainability 
metrics. With financial assistance from the U.S. Forest 
Service and the Blue Ridge National Heritage Area, the 
MRC developed the Vitality Index, which is a greatly 
expanded version of the original forestry report card.  
The WNC Vitality Index covers a total of 27 counties 
and incorporate a much broader set of over 100 different 
metrics to measure regional sustainability.  The MRC’s 
technical council met for over a year to discuss what 
metrics were most useful, and what specific data was 
available to cover all 27 counties so a true regional picture 
could be developed.  The natural environment is described 
with data sets including issues such as various natural 
heritage characteristics, biodiversity indices, land cover 
and natural area fragmentation, aquatic and atmospheric 
classifications, and wildlife habitat.  Economic data 
concerning job creation and employment numbers, 
industry sector vitality, poverty levels, and place-based 
businesses are included with the assistance of Dr. Todd 
Cherry from Appalachian State University.  Dr. Cherry 
collected economic data for years and compiled it in the 
monthly WNC Economic Index, which is used by many 
industries and entrepreneurial programs to gauge regional 
economic health.  The economic impacts of agriculture are 
also included, as is a comprehensive data set concerning 
soil types and water availability.  Additional metrics 
illustrate the benefits of tourism and historic crafts to the 
region.  Other issues represented in the index are population 
demographics such as education levels, mobility, incidence 
of disease, access to health care, data concerning aging 
and other population demographics, and other health and 
wellness indicators. 
Data sets were selected based on a number of 
characteristics including level of comprehensiveness, 
ability to be depicted spatially, and filling information gaps 
about traditionally underrepresented sectors.  Additionally, 
specific narratives based on actual examples and 
experiences were incorporated to illustrate the relevance 
of various types of information and how they relate to 
each other.  Users create their own maps using the tool, 
and since the web-based format can be easily and cost-
effectively updated, the public will always have fresh and 
reliable information available at no cost.  
The tool will also assist regional planning efforts by 
providing data in a regional context as opposed to traditional 
data silos.  Users will be able to compare metrics at the 
regional, county, and local levels and see trends illustrated 
graphically.  Many metrics give information about how the 
western region compares to national and state averages. 
The results have certainly indicated that problems may 
not always have the same solutions in the west as they 
WNC Vitality Index Mapping.  An example of the web-based mapping tool for the Vitality 
Index. Image courtesy of Judy Francis.
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would in other parts of the state due to differences in 
infrastructure capacity, income shortfalls, and geographic 
limitations.  The data is already being used by planners at 
Land of Sky Regional Council of Governments as part of 
their Sustainable Communities Initiative.
Western North Carolina is a prime example of a 
place-based economy.  It has a culture that is uniquely 
driven by its landscape and a locally-driven market that 
relies heavily on its natural and cultural assets.  A well-
planned and deliberate approach to sustainability for this 
region will be dependent on the long-range vision and 
creative entrepreneurship of its residents, decision-makers, 
and technical staff, such as the local and regional planners 
that serve them.  Their fate is entwined with that of this 
land, and rests entirely on their ability to base decisions 
on what is best and fair for both the land and its people—
the WNC Vitality Index can assist with developing this 
deeper understanding of the complexities and relationships 
between these different players and the land they live.
Try out the WNC Vitality Index here: 
http://dev.nemac.org/mrc/ecosystems/biodiversity





Comprehensive Plans and Key 
Public Investments: Promoting 
Land Uses that Generate Positive 
Fiscal Impacts
Glenn Simmons
Comprehensive planning is about making a 
community a better place to live, work, and play. 
Comprehensive plans usually include public investment 
strategies for future economic growth and vitality; 
however, many lack an acknowledgement of the current 
and future fiscal implications of dispersed versus more 
compact development patterns.  Some public investment 
strategies are more effective than others at growing the tax 
base and promoting fiscally sustainable land uses.  These 
strategies, which take into account the fiscal implications of 
development, are especially critical and relevant given the 
lingering effects of the Great Recession and dramatically 
reduced public resources.  
In Winston-Salem and Forsyth County, a process 
is underway to update the county’s comprehensive plan. 
The City-County Planning staff is critically evaluating 
various demographic and development trends and making 
recommendations to maximize the investment benefits 
of valuable public resources.  In other words, public 
investments that generate net income greater than the costs 
of service delivery should have priority consideration 
by governing bodies.  Particularly during the current 
economic climate, the ability to identify and target scarce 
discretionary funds to stimulate sustainable economic 
growth and promote quality of life is a most important 
strategy.  
Background
Like many of North Carolina’s urban counties, 
Forsyth County’s overall population grew between 1980 
and 2010, while municipal population densities decreased 
(see Figure 1).  Over that same time period, suburban 
growth in Winston-Salem consumed land at one and a half 
times the growth of its population while congestion rose 
and estimated vehicle miles traveled more than tripled. 
These trends are the result of decades of public policies 
and market forces, which accelerated suburban growth and 
subsequent municipal annexations in Winston-Salem.   
Most suburban infrastructure is built and paid for by 
private developers.  However once dedicated, it becomes 
the public’s obligation to “take care” of the extra miles 
of ageing roadways, utility lines, and widely dispersed 
facilities.  Even less obvious are the increasing costs 
associated with the wear and tear on service vehicles, the 
time public servants must spend simply moving from one 
job site to another, and the price of fuel and petroleum-
related materials.  
While most governmental budgets and capital 
improvement plans reference comprehensive plan 
recommendations as a way to prioritize public revenue 
allocations, in actuality, most revenues in current year 
operating budgets are already encumbered for the 
operation and maintenance of existing services, programs, 
and facilities.  Where limited discretionary funds are 
available, it is increasingly important that municipalities 
not only evaluate the direct benefits of a particular capital 
project, but also the project’s capacity to spur additional 
private investments in priority land uses which are more 
economically sustainable over a longer period of time.  
Running Out of Land
While lower density development is inherently 
more costly to serve, Forsyth County’s relatively small 
geographic size adds to the urgency to make more efficient 
economic use of its remaining serviceable land area.  As a 
recent Geographic Information Systems analysis reveals, 
only 31 percent of Forsyth County’s land area that is 
suitable for municipal services is vacant and available 
for new development.  The County risks running out of 
developable and serviceable land within twenty years if 
new development continues at the same pace and densities 
as the last twenty years.  Over that same twenty year 
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time period, the state demographer projects that Forsyth 
County will grow by an additional 120,000 people despite 
the recent development slow down.  To accommodate this 
population growth, more sustainable growth management 
strategies will have to be pursued.
 
Promote Fiscally Efficient Land Uses
It is no secret that on a per acre basis denser 
development yields a higher tax base than comparable, but 
more sparsely developed growth patterns.  For example, 
one 145 unit residential apartment building in downtown 
Winston-Salem yields $269,000 per acre in tax revenue 
compared to the same number of moderately priced single 
family residential homes which yield approximately 
$6,000 per acre.  Even higher-end residential subdivisions 
yield only about $18,000 of tax revenue per acre.  Mixed-
use residential, office and commercial developments in an 
urban setting generate a much greater per acre tax revenues 
with minimal additional public infrastructure costs.  
Planners advocated compact growth for years, 
but in busier economic times such considerations were 
paid little heed as land availability, low energy costs, 
private lending practices, and consumer preferences 
perpetuated suburban growth in accordance with 
established public policy and practices.  Just as compact 
development tends to do a better job of generating greater 
tax revenues, it also tends to be more efficient and less 
costly to serve with municipal services.  It costs the city 
$100,000 to resurface a mile of two lane streets regardless 
of whether it serves fifty residences of five hundred.
Recognizing both the fiscal synergies of more 
compact growth and Forsyth County’s desire to attract a 
knowledge-based workforce, the draft Comprehensive 
Plan Update recommends that the elected bodies target 
some portion of the annual budget toward that key 
objective.  By intentionally committing public resources 
for urban amenities such as sidewalks, street trees, parks 
and other pedestrian elements at designated activity 
centers and downtown locations, in addition to other 
economic development incentives, the City can catalyze 
private investment.  Cities like Greenville, South Carolina, 
and more recently Chattanooga, Tennessee, benefitted 
tremendously from such public investment initiatives as 
they reinvented their communities’ urban character and 
improved their economic attractiveness.  
Public Investments to Spur Private Investment
Many communities advertise their willingness to 
partner with companies to entice new jobs and capital 
investments in downtown areas.  By making specific 
Figure 1.  Winston-Salem density and population change 1920-2010
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non-residential development that is limited to research, 
development, and high technology manufacturing.  As a 
planned effort run by the non-profit entity, the Research 
Triangle Foundation of North Carolina (RTF), RTP has 
a unique location with its connection to three research 
universities—Duke University, North Carolina State 
University, and UNC-Chapel Hill.  Thanks to strong 
leadership coordinated among the public and private 
sectors, RTP stands today as the largest science park in 
North America and one of the most significant employment 
centers in the state.  Its creation produced ripple effects 
across the state economy, creating greater prosperity for 
North Carolinians.  This legacy of success now serves as 
the cornerstone for the next major planning effort in RTP: 
envisioning a new Master Plan.
The Master Plan, an effort of RTF, comes in response 
to the new circumstances.  For the last fifty years, RTP 
grew and thrived by recruiting large corporations who 
occupied separate research campuses; however, current 
market trends suggest a new model is needed for the Park. 
Trends in entrepreneurship create momentum for start-ups, 
university spin-offs, and other smaller ventures.  Rather 
than buying land, these businesses tend to prefer leasing 
space in walkable, mixed-use environments.  Greater 
concentration of activity encourages collaboration while 
providing on-site amenities to the next generation of 
knowledge workers.  Unfortunately, RTP currently lacks 
these spaces and amenities—putting it at a disadvantage 
against the newest wave of research parks.  Furthermore, 
the Park faces competition from established technology 
regions such as Boston and Silicon Valley, along with 
emerging clusters worldwide.  Many other regions offer 
firms more incubator space, better access to venture capital, 
and, in the case of some international research parks, lower 
costs.  The competition is intensifying, and so RTP must 
now work to remain cutting-edge.
The new RTP Master Plan promises to attract a 
broader range of companies while retaining and growing 
existing businesses.  With these goals in mind, several 
main principles emerged in the planning process:  clustered 
development that offers a variety of research facilities; 
vibrant, mixed-use research centers that foster innovation 
and promote social interaction; increased development 
capacity for established campuses; and more clearly 
defined roadway entrances into RTP.  At the same time, 
there is a focus on sustainability, including the restoration 
of natural systems and attractive, shared open space.
So how will RTP accomplish the objectives outlined 
in the Master Plan? As the original landowner of RTP, the 
Research Triangle Foundation is able to exert some control 
over development through real estate transactions.  Over 
time, the Foundation cultivated a strong set of companies 
that are invested “citizens” of the Park, each with a deeply 
rooted presence.  These include large corporations like 
IBM, the U.S. EPA and other federal agencies, and scientific 
institutions such as the N.C. Biotechnology Center.  With 
about 10% of the land remaining under its control, the 
recommendations for urban investment and emphasizing 
collaboration with companies as a strategic part of its 
comprehensive plan, Winston-Salem and Forsyth County 
can signal its intention to become more urban to both 
private developers and the “creative class”.  Fortunately, 
these types of improvements tend to be less costly, 
and potentially more efficient in incentivizing new 
private investment than some other forms of economic 
development initiatives.  For example, $2 million of 
pedestrian improvements in downtown Winston-Salem in 
the early 2000s, helped incentivize $100 million in private 
investments in new downtown housing, a 51% increase in 
restaurants and pubs and a 113% increase in retail shops 
over the following six years.  
Conclusion
By highlighting the fiscal benefits of key public 
investments in the urban form, Winston-Salem and Forsyth 
County’s update of their comprehensive plan benefits from 
the experiences of other growing southern metropolitan 
regions and embraces economic opportunities afforded 
by national and local trends.  In addition to promoting 
transportation options and cultural vibrancy, targeted 
investments in the urban form can grow the overall tax 
base as it simultaneously reduces the need to spend 
valuable public resources on less sustainable land uses. 
Good planning translates directly to a community’s fiscal 
“bottom line”, works to support the service needs of the 
entire community, and thus signifies the relevancy of the 
planning profession especially during tight economic 
times.
Positioning Research Triangle 
Park for Continued Prosperity
Corey Liles
Home to over 170 companies and 39,000 knowledge 
workers, the Research Triangle Park (RTP) is known 
globally as a center of ground-breaking innovation and 
discovery.  But building a research cluster from scratch 
demanded careful collaboration and foresight from leaders 
in government, business, and academia.  In the late 1950’s, 
with a state economy that relied heavily on agriculture, 
tobacco, furniture, and textiles, North Carolina leaders 
saw the pressing need for new opportunities in innovation 
industries.  The key ingredients were already present in 
the Triangle: cheap land, research conducted at nationally 
recognized universities, and an educated labor pool. RTP 
thus became an early national example of a planned 
science park.  The future of RTP requires this same careful 
collaboration and planning to ensure its continued success 
in a changing market.
RTP is a unique community focused specifically on 
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Foundation still has the opportunity to be strategic about 
what facilities they attract to the Park and who will build 
that space.
Another way the Foundation will work to achieve 
these objectives is through branding.  For the first several 
decades, RTP stood alone in the hinterlands between 
Durham and Raleigh.  But growth slowly extended to 
the Park’s doorstep.  Today, the surrounding office and 
industrial buildings ‘blur the edges’ of RTP, diluting the 
strength of a Park address.  The Master Plan expands 
on prior efforts to define boundaries—taking signage, 
landscaping, and other aesthetics to the next level.  The 
proposed mixed-use center and other signature destinations 
are intended to promote a strong sense of place.  Having 
a community brand is valuable anywhere you go, but in 
RTP’s case it makes an enormous difference in attracting 
new companies and maintaining existing ones.
For the Master Plan to succeed, it is crucial to 
remember that relationships and collaboration contributed 
to the original success of RTP.  The Park’s founders 
developed the vision of RTP’s future in conjunction 
with leadership in government, academia, and business. 
Through this collaboration, they gained not just supporters, 
but advocates dedicated to making North Carolina a better, 
more dynamic place.  A statewide network of contributors 
raised the initial capital for the Park in less than three 
months during the fall of 1958.  The Foundation also 
enlisted university professors to make recruiting visits 
to research companies.  People connected with people to 
make the RTP vision a reality.  Later, in the 1970’s, the 
Foundation sought to underscore RTP’s relationship with 
the three flagship universities by establishing a 100-acre 
joint campus for scholarly collaboration. 
These collaborations were not just institutional, 
but intellectual as well.  Partnerships led to innovative 
ideas and practices in the development of RTP, such as 
the incorporation of green building design.  This same 
intellectual collaboration will be important in developing 
the Master Plan, especially when brainstorming new and 
creative programming opportunities for cluster development 
and a mixed-use center.  The Foundation also seeks to 
partner with companies by developing infrastructure and 
amenities that serve the companies that move into the 
Park.  The effective integration of land use planning and 
economic development enables the Foundation to know its 
customer and to plan for their needs.  This point is crucial 
when considering that the Master Plan encompasses not 
just urban form and design, but programming elements. 
Beyond cafes and hotels, RTP companies cite the need 
for more incubator space and better access to capital.  The 
Foundation does not provide all of these amenities directly, 
but can instead leverage the strengths of RTP companies and 
tap into some of the groundwork that is already being laid. 
For example, universities are seeking out opportunities for 
campus extensions and on-site programs.  RTP can respond 
to this need by attracting and partnering with organizations 
such as The Contemporary Science Center which hopes 
to establish a STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, 
and Math) high school in RTP.  Partnering with carefully 
selected institutions will ensure the Master Plan’s success 
by bringing in the right functions for the right space.
These are a few broad brushstrokes that hopefully give 
a sense of the history and future of Research Triangle Park. 
Several key lessons emerge from studying RTP’s history. 
First and foremost, is the lesson that strong relationships 
can often surpass regulations in producing desirable 
outcomes.  Second, land ownership can be an effective 
component of the planner’s toolbox.  Third, building 
public amenities should be driven by the goal of building a 
community brand.  All of these lessons will be considered 
as implementation of the Master Plan gets underway. It is 
designed to be an evolving document that offers guidance 
for business strategy and financial planning, in addition 
to land use recommendations.  The Research Triangle 
Foundation is charged with attracting new industries and 
jobs, not just to RTP but to North Carolina.  This mission 
distinguishes it from a municipality or a typical developer, 
and the new Master Plan is unique as a result.  But keeping 
that focus on the core mission, and outlining the steps 
needed to follow it, is a principle any planner can follow. 
In the end, this focus may offer the greatest opportunity to 
have an impact.
Area Plan Implementation 
Program:  From Paper to 
Progress
Lori Quinn and Bryman Suttle
The Charlotte-Mecklenburg Planning Department is 
a joint City/County Planning Department that advises the 
City Council and Board of County Commissioners on land 
use, design plans, zoning, land development, transportation/
transit, economic development, public facilities, and other 
general planning matters.  Through public processes over 
the years, the Department had amassed dozens of adopted 
small area plans and hundreds of plan recommendations by 
2005, but lacked funding and a comprehensive means to 
achieve implementation on the ground.  Planning Director 
Debra Campbell asked the philosophical question; “Why is 
an Area Plan done, if we cannot implement it?”  
In response to this need for tracking and follow-through 
on the community’s collective planning vision, the Planning 
Department created the Area Plan Implementation Program 
in order to inventory, analyze, track, fund, and implement 
capital projects and other recommendations originating 
from Council adopted small area plans.  Since the summer 
of 2006, the Planning Department has implemented several 
infrastructure projects that were recommended in area 
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Database example. Planners use the database to quickly identify projects geospatially and by project type.  Although a short project 
description is included, this table provides the ID and page number giving the specific location for where that particular recom-
mendation can be found in the plan. The planner can now retrieve additional context if necessary as well as identify any overlap of 
other City projects.
plans, and has tracked the implementation of an array of 
recommendations from various departments.  
Funding
Without specific funds for the implementation of 
some of the area plans, the documents struggled to remain 
relevant. Therefore, one of the program’s first objectives 
was to demonstrate a financial need to attract financial 
commitment from Council. The Plan Implementation 
Team began work with the 2006 Transportation Bond on 
the horizon.  The Planning Department presented a set of 
the comprehensive matrices along with supporting maps 
to the Budget Department for consideration for upcoming 
bonds.  
The program was accepted for Bond participation 
and voters eventually approved the bonds in 2006, 2008 
and 2010; providing $2.5 million per year for area plan 
implementation projects.  The Planning Department thereby 
positioned itself as a recipient of neighborhood bond 
funding, which would go towards directly implementing 
capital projects envisioned during the area plan process. 
Using these funds, the Planning Department now manages 
its own capital investment program to construct and initiate 
capital improvement projects.  Historically, the City’s 
Engineering department  managed the funds appropriated 
for implementation projects.  Often, monies earmarked for 
implementing recommendations were insignificant and 
not enough to focus on the needs identified in the adopted 
plans. Projects implemented were a small fraction of those 
included in the area plan. 
The program resulted in a more seamless flow from 
Paper to Progress, and more direct visibility of results in 
the eyes of the community, than previously existed.  To 
date, several ambitious capital improvement projects have 
been constructed or initiated in fulfillment of Area Plan 
recommendations. Starting this project with no legacy 
database or process allowed the team to be open to many 
technological options but it also required the creation of 
clear and attainable goals. 
Process
In setting up the program, the Plan Implementation 
Team defined a scope and work flow to gather the details 
needed to support the effort.  Below are the general steps, 
in order, to getting our projects into a geospatial database. :
1. Interpret and document area plan recommendations
2. Design a database structured to provide answers to 
questions posed by citizens and elected officials 
3. Design symbology and standard mapping practices 
for simple interpretation of data
4. Establish how queries and analysis would be reported.
The Plan Implementation Team created an Excel 
database documenting thirty Area Plans from which 
hundreds of recommendations were extracted.  These 
included hard recommendations, such as sidewalks, 
corrective rezonings, and pedestrian scale lighting, as 
well as soft ones like community safety, increased home 
ownership, and creation of neighborhood organizations.  
The recommendations were organized and presented 
in a matrix format and then mapped in GIS.  The 







Type Project Name Project Description (IAI)
eastb001 06-02 / 32 Infrastructure Planning Analysis/Study
Conduct an engineering study to explore poten-
tial roadway and pedestrian improvements to 
East Boulevard, such as PED refuges, bulb outs, 
signalized crossings, planted medians and bicycle 
accommodations
eastb002 06-02 / 32 Infrastructure Vehicular Street
Abandon the right-turn channel lane at Dilworth 
Road West and East Boulevard and convert to an 
area for public and pedestrian use only.
eastb003 06-02 / 33 Infrastructure Safety Bulb Out
Install bulb outs at intersections in the PED area 
where on-street parking exists and where there is 
adequate roadway width to provide this extension 
of the curb area.
eastb004 06-02 / 34 Infrastructure Safety PED Refuge
Between Euclid Avenue and Dilworth Road West, 
explore the construction of a true median or PED 
refuge.
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query and categorize the vast array of recommendations. 
The attributes included in the database were based on 
common requests for data and reports staff received from 
both public officials and citizens such as funding source, 
lead agency and leverage opportunities to name a few. 
To aid with tabular analysis, all projects were placed 
into predefined project categories, types, and names.  For 
example, the broad category might be “Infrastructure,” the 
project type might be “Vehicular,” and the project name 
might further describe the project to be a particular “Street 
Name.”  All project recommendations were also assigned 
specific symbology to allow users to visually comprehend 
the nature of any particular plan recommendation.
The end products now reside within the 
Implementation chapters of adopted area plans, utilizing 
the established matrix format and geodatabase created 
during this initiative.  
Examples of the completed projects include a sidewalk 
connecting a local elementary school to a neighborhood 
and a greenway connection to the local residences.  Two 
streetscape projects have been recently implemented; they 
incorporate a road diet, consequently improving traffic flow 
and, reducing the number of through traffic lanes allowing 
for bike lanes, turn lanes with landscaped medians, and 
enhanced pedestrian crossings.    
Lessons from the Development of the Database 
Development:
1. Innovation: The Plan Implementation Program team 
took advantage of technology to create a centralized 
cataloging of area plan recommendations, designed 
for accurate analysis, project selection, and cost 
estimation.  This cataloging system allowed staff to 
identify projects for capital funding in less time and 
with more specificity than could be accomplished 
previously.  
2. Collaboration: The database supports collaboration 
efforts between City and/or County departments 
by identifying geographically similar projects and 
initiatives that other departments may be considering. 
Staff are able to access and utilize this data when 
presented with proposals from the private development 
community—by leveraging funds from private 
development, or other capital and neighborhood 
programs, it extends the City’s resources allowing 
for more projects to be implemented than originally 
projected.  
3. Data consistency: The data needs to be consistent 
across plans.  Having too many caveats or exceptions 
hinder analysis.  Indexing plan recommendations and 
digitizing individual items allows the department 
to conduct cost estimation, which helps determine 
capital project funding.  Without data standards, your 
analysis will be limited.  
4. Funding:  As a result of the Plan Implementation 
Program, the Planning Department is able to track 
funding to determine where monies are being 
directed.  In utilizing GIS, staff can locate and 
determine needs based on attributes and geography. 
Tracking of past expenditures, while understanding 
future project needs, has been useful as well in 
determining budgetary requirements of proposed 
projects.  Staff is also able to provide up–to-date data 
of funded projects to citizens as well as City Council 
and County Commission concerning the level of 
expenditure in any geography.  
Conclusion
In documenting all the previous implementation 
items from plans, the Planning Department recognized the 
need to create more defined projects in  future area plans; 
one that empowers planners to work with the community 
to develop a realistic opportunity for implementation. 
Now, with a better understanding of the costs association 
with area plan recommendations future area plans now 
organize the recommendations according to importance to 
the community’s vision. This program further encourages 
collaboration between Planning and other City business 
functions for a more comprehensive implementation plan.
The trust built by planners during the extensive 
public input process is enhanced by taking the plan 
Dilworth Land Use Plan.  Image courtesy of Lori Quinn.
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2012 NCAPA Conference
“Re-Imagine Planning:  Regional Thinking, Local 
Placemaking”
September 26 - 28, 2012
Wilmington Convention Center
Wilmington, NC
Explore the issues discussed here – and more – at the annual gathering of the state APA 
chapter.  Visit the Carolina Planning exhibit table, attend our panel discussion on this 
issue, and choose from numerous other panels, gatherings, and mobile sessions.
Save the date!
For more information, visit http://www.nc-apa.org.
through to implementation rather than solely depending 
on other city and/or county departments to fill this 
role.  The Department also has a seat at the table for 
collaboration with other departments and government 
agencies to align capital resources on joint projects.  The 
Plan Implementation Program has improved the Planning 
Department’s credibility, raised community expectations 
and involvement, enhanced citizen participation in the area 
plan process, and provided a great sense of accomplishment 
for our area planners in seeing a community’s vision 
implemented.  
 
The authors would like to acknowledge the following 
members of the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Planning 
Department for their contributions to this piece:
• Alberto Gonzalez, Principal Planner
• Martha “Gay” Grayson, Principal Planner
• Garet Johnson, Assistant Director
• Kent Main, Planning Coordinator




Senior Housing: How Do Variations in Management 
Practices Influence the Design and Development of 
Continuing Care Retirement Communities?
CHARLOTTE CHAPMAN
Traffic Speed Reduction and Pedestrian Safety on N. Duke 
and N. Gregson Streets
ELIZABETH DARDEN
Make it Right: A Post-Katrina Rebuilding Initiative
FREDRICK DAVIS
Does Preservation Pay? A Look at Historic Preservation as 
an Alternative Tool for Economic Development in Small 
and Rural Communities in North Carolina
ERIN DEIGNAN-REIS
Tax Base Diversification in Carrboro: From Bedroom 
Community to Bedrock For Economic Stability
CASEY DILLON
Pre-GMA Lots: An Analysis of the Impact of Pre-GMA 
Lots on Rural Residential Development in The Central 
Puget Sound Region
BRIKA EKLUND
Employee Residential Location Choice: How Existing 
Supply and Neighborhood Characteristics Impact Housing 
Preferences in Chapel Hill, NC
ANNE ESHLEMAN
A Study of Land Cover Change Around Chennai, India 
1991-2006
WALTER FARABEE
Is Gentrification Right for the Northside Neighborhood of 
Chapel Hill, North Carolina?
ANDREW GUINN
Innovating Industrialization and Vocational Training in 
the Suape Port Complex, Brazil
BRYAN HOLLANDER
An Efficacy Analysis of Foreclosure Counseling: Can 
Counseling-Based Mortgage Default Intervention Foster 
Sustainable Homeownership?
KRISTA HOLUB
Encouraging Development of a Quality Urban Open Space 
System: Lessons From the Field
CARLA JENSEN
Hazard Mitigation Planning and Policy in the United 
States and Canada: A Comparative Analysis
HARRY JOHNSON
Who Pays for the “Good Roads” State? The Impacts of 
Existing and New Transportation Revenue Mechanisms 
On North Carolina Drivers
DAVID KELLY
The Use of Technology and Social Media in the Planning 
Process
MICHAEL LEVENGOOD
TIF 2.0: Tax Increment Financing and Local Policy 
Innovation in North Carolina
JONATHAN LINKE
Residential Energy Consumption in Orange County, NC 
Assessing the Impacts of Local Efficiency Programs
LINDSAY MAURER
Suitability Study for A Bicycle Sharing Program in 
Sacramento, California
MENAKA MOHAN
Willingness and Capacity to Use Health Impact 
Assessments in North Carolina
LINDSAY MORIARTY
An Empirical Study of the Emergence and Policy 
Implications of the Food Truck Industry in the Research 
Triangle Region
UNC DCRP Master’s Project and Ph.D. Dissertation Titles
The following list includes all Master’s Project and Ph.D. dissertation titles (the latter with brief descriptions) 
prepared by students who graduated from the Department of City and Regional Planning at UNC-Chapel Hill in 
May 2010.  To obtain an electronic copy of one or more of these papers, please visit the “Electronic Theses and 
Dissertation Collection” at http://dc.lib.unc.edu.
2011 Master’s Project Titles
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BERGEN WATTERSON
Transportation Demand Management on UNC’s Campus: 
Evaluation, Best Practices and Recommendations for 
Reducing Single-Occupancy Vehicle Use
2011 Ph.D. Dissertation Titles
GI HYOUNG CHO
Location or Design?  Association between Neighborhood 
Location, Built Environment, Preference Toward 
Neighborhood Behaviors
Under the direction of Dr. Daniel Rodriguez
ALYSSA WITTENBORN
Agricultural Nutrient Management in the Neuse River 
Basin:  Exploring the Links Between Mandates, 
Motivations, and Behaviour
Under the direction of Dr. David Moreau
KEVIN NEARY
Where New Firms Sprout: The Effect of Localization and 
Real Estate Market Effects on New Firm Location Patterns
AARON NOUSAINE
An Economic Assessment of Western North Carolina
KATHLEEN OPPENHEIMER
Oh The Huge Manatee! Biofouling Poses Sticky Problems 
for Manatees That Require Attention Under The Federal 
Endangered Species Act
MICHAEL OUSDAHL
Wherever You Go, There They Are? Bicycle Parking in 
Chapel Hill, North Carolina
JAMES OWEN
Land Value Influencers: A Study of Metropolitan Area and 
Property Locational Characteristics That Influence Land 
Value
EMILSE PALACIOS
Green Economy Building New Allies
KE PENG
Does Transit-Oriented Development Affect Metro 
Ridership? An Exploration of Association Between Built 
Environment and Travel Behavior in Shenzhen, China
STUART PRATT
Planning For Rising Sea Levels: What Planners Need To 
Know About the Public Trust Doctrine
JEFFREY RISSMAN
Characterizing The Air Quality and Demographic Impacts 
of Aircraft Emissions at The Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta 
International Airport
RACHEL RUSSELL
Impact of the Built Environment on Coffee Shops
DYLAN SANDLER
Assessing The Role of States in Disaster Recovery: 
Applying Plan Quality Techniques to State Recovery Plans
PINAKI SANTRA
Chatham County Bicycle Plan
CHRISTOPHER SKENA
Inclusionary Zoning in Multijurisdictional Regions: A 
Case Study of the Washington, DC Metropolitan Area
DOLLY SOTO
Increasing Food Access in Lower-Income Areas: Tools for 
Planners
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UNC-Chapel Hill DCRP Best Master’s Project of 2011
Characterizing the Air Quality and Demographic 
Impacts of Aircraft Emissions at the Hartsfield-
Jackson Altanta International Airport
Jeffrey Rissman
Editors’ Note:  Every year, faculty from the Department of City and Regional Planning at UNC-Chapel Hill 
determine the best master’s paper developed out of the graduating class.  Below is only an extended abstract 
of the project.  To obtain the original, full-length document, please visit the “Electronic Theses and Dissertation 
Collection” at http://dc.lib.unc.edu.
data. Three fundamental issues were investigated: the 
effects of aircraft on PM2.5 concentrations throughout 
northern Georgia; the differences resulting from use of 
AMSTERDAM’s plume-in-grid process rather than 
a traditional CMAQ simulation; and the differences 
resulting from the use of alternative emissions inputs in 
which black carbon emissions were based on outdoor 
measurements rather than engine and fuel characteristics. 
Aircraft increased average PM2.5 concentrations by up to 
235 ng/m3 near the airport and by 1-7 ng/m3 throughout 
the Atlanta metro area. The plume-in-grid process 
increased concentrations of secondary PM pollutants 
by 0.5-20 ng/m3 but tended to reduce the concentration 
of non-reactive primary PM pollutants by up to 13 ng/
m3, with changes concentrated near the airport.  Use of a 
Jeffrey Rissman is a policy analyst with Energy Innovation: 
Policy and Technology LLC in San Francisco, CA.  In May 
2011, Jeffrey graduated from UNC-Chapel Hill with an M.S. in 
Environmental Sciences and Engineering as well as a Masters 
in City and Regional Planning (specializing in environmental 
planning).
The author would like to acknowledge his advisors Saravanan 
Arunachalem, Todd BenDor, and J. Jason West.
Extended Abstract
This study examined the air quality, demographic, 
and public health impacts of fine particulate matter 
(PM2.5) from aircraft emissions during the months of 
June and July, 2002 at the Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta 
International Airport.  First, pollutants were modeled using 
a computer simulation.  Second, to understand population 
exposure and environmental justice implications, modeled 
concentrations were assigned to census tracts and compared 
with four demographic variables.  Third, the impact of 
these emissions on all-cause adult mortality was calculated 
using a concentration-response function.  Finally, planning 
and policy implications of the findings were discussed. 
Each of these steps is described in more detail, and key 
findings are summarized, below.
Modeling of Pollutants
Primary and secondary pollutants were modeled 
using the Advanced Modeling System for Transport, 
Emissions, Reactions, and Deposition of Atmospheric 
Matter (AMSTERDAM).  AMSTERDAM is a modified 
version of the U.S. EPA’s Community Multiscale Air 
Quality (CMAQ) model that incorporates a plume-in-
grid process to simulate emissions sources of interest. 
The error and bias of the model were estimated by 
comparing model results with air quality monitor 
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measurement-based emissions index for elemental carbon 
increased modeled concentrations by up to 212 ng/m3 but 
also increased model error and bias.
Exposure and Demographic Analysis
A Geographic Information System (GIS) was used to 
apportion modeled concentrations to the 712 census tracts 
within the 29-county Atlanta region.  A statistical analysis 
was conducted to determine population exposure and to 
investigate correlations between pollutant concentrations 
and four demographic variables: median household 
income, race, educational attainment, and home value.  It 
was found that in 675 census tracts, the average aircraft 
contribution to PM2.5 was below 20 ng/m
3.  These census 
tracts reflected all levels of income, home values, racial 
compositions, and levels of educational attainment. 
However, aircraft contribution to PM2.5 exceeded 20 ng/m
3 
in 37 census tracts.  These tracts overwhelmingly tended 
to have lower median income and home values, as well 
as higher percentages of nonwhite residents and residents 
with low educational attainment.  These relationships are 
statistically significant at the 99.8% level.
Public Health Impacts
Calculated population exposure data was used with 
a concentration-response function from the epidemiology 
literature to estimate the level of premature adult mortality 
caused by the aircraft emissions.  If June and July 
2002 were representative of the entire year in terms of 
aircraft impacts, the Atlanta airport’s influence on PM2.5 
concentrations was responsible for 1.4 premature adult 
deaths in that year.  This number does not include non-
fatal outcomes (i.e. morbidity) or childhood mortality.
Planning and Policy Implications
The most serious impacts of aircraft emissions are 
overwhelmingly concentrated in communities with less 
income, less education, lower home values, and higher 
nonwhite populations.  Since aircraft emissions are 
invisible to residents, this strong observed correlation is 
likely mediated by observable variables, such as aircraft 
noise and undesirable land uses near the airport.  Local 
governments should consider funding atmospheric 
modeling studies and making their results publicly 
available so that residents can understand the impacts of 
major emitters in their communities and make informed 
choices about where to live and work.  Local governments 
may wish to consider zoning areas heavily impacted by 
air pollution (from all sources, not just aircraft) for low-
density uses, when feasible.
Percentage of population that is nonwhite vs. aircraft contribution to average PM2.5 in June and July 2002.  Measured by 




The 2011-2012 academic year was a productive and 
award-winning year at the Department of City and Regional 
Planning (DCRP)!  Our students were more engaged 
than ever in the planning field through exciting speaker 
symposiums with leaders in our field, award winning 
student events, a diversity excursion, alumni mentoring 
and outreach, and many other activities engaging students 
and putting them in the news.  
Symposiums
This year students worked with the department to 
organize two ambitious events that brought dynamic 
speakers to UNC-Chapel Hill.  In the fall, DCRP students 
organized a two-day, symposium about conflict planning 
called “Divided Cities and Regions.” In the spring, the 
department hosted an event on the topic of “Regaining 
Relevancy” for the planning profession based on the theme 
of this edition of Carolina Planning.  The Divided Cities 
and Regions Symposium, was spearheaded by second-year 
Economic Development student Travis Green.  The event 
started off with a skills session led by Associate Professor 
Michael Elliot of Georgia Tech.  Practitioners, community 
members, and current students received a crash course on 
conflict management and negotiation before engaging in 
a role-play exercise that involved a development dispute. 
The following day of the symposium included a full line-
up of speakers.  Professor David Godschalk introduced 
the topic before handing the discussion to DCRP alum 
Scott Bollens (PhD ’87), Warmington Chair in Peace and 
International Cooperation at UC Irvine.  Professor Bollens 
shared lessons from some of the world’s most divided cities, 
including Jerusalem and Nicosia.  MIT Professor Lawrence 
Susskind spoke more specifically about the process of 
dispute resolution and some of his research in the field.  The 
symposium also brought together a trio of practitioners that 
included DCRP alum John Cooper (PhD ’04) and current 
students who presented their case studies from Professor 
Godschalk’s development dispute resolution course.  This 
impressive two-day conference highlighted the ability of 
students to conceive of and implement a major event that 
attracted more than 100 attendees; helping educate North 
Carolina planners and students about best practices in 
consensus building and conflict resolution.  
Another round of prominent speakers came to UNC in 
March for the Regaining Relevancy Symposium.  American 
Planning Association President and Raleigh Planning 
Director Mitch Silver spoke about the changing landscape 
that planners will face over the next few decades as shifting 
demographics transform the needs of our communities. 
One important take away from his presentation was that in 
responding to NIMBYism, planners need to communicate 
the fact that when a community says “no” to something 
it is saying “yes” to something else, and you have to be 
careful that it is something you want to say ‘yes’ to.  Uwe 
Brandes, Senior Vice President of Initiatives at the Urban 
Land Institute, spoke to attendees about how issues like 
climate change and capital markets will affect the way 
development occurs.  Professors Tom Campanella and 
Emil Malizia joined the two speakers for a Q & A panel 
after the talk.  Along with current students, alumni, and 
community members, the symposium hosted prospective 
students for the class of 2014 who were in town for the 
annual spring Open House. 
An Award Winning Year for Planners’ Forum 
Through Planners’ Forum, current students had the 
opportunity to organize and participate in some award 
winning events.  At the 2012 National APA Conference 
in Los Angeles, Planners’ Forum was presented with 
an “Outstanding Planning Student Organization – Best 
Practices Award” for its Pecha Kuchas and the Divided 
Cities and Regions Symposium.  
Pecha Kucha (peh-chaw kuh-chaw) was a new term 
for many, but it proved to be an exciting forum for first-
year students to hear about the internship experiences of 
second-year DCRP students.  A DCRP-style Pecha Kucha 
entails one hour of 5-minute lightening talks delivered 
back-to-back using PowerPoint decks that are short, sweet, 
and image-oriented.  The presentations were very well 
attended by students, faculty, and staff.  Students even 
hosted a Pecha Kucha at this year’s Open House so that 
prospective students could learn about all the exciting 
Kristen Langford is entering her second year as an MCRP 
student specializing in transportation planning. Originally from 
California, she is currently the NCAPA Student Representative 
and the Student Admissions Officer. 
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opportunities to be found once they enroll at Carolina!
 
Diversity Excursion
The “Diversity Excursion”, hosted by DCRP’s 
Diversity Committee, drew on North Carolina’s rich 
history to expose students to the complex issues of 
diversity and equity in planning.  Students and staff visited 
two sites whose development was guided largely by race, 
ethnicity, and economics – Oxford, Historic Stagville, and 
Soul City.  Through these visits, students learned about a 
variety of planning topics:  from small-scale projects in 
rural communities and historic preservation, to large-scale 
planning endeavors that incorporated issues of land use 
and economic and racial equity.  Professors Mai Nguyen 
and Thomas Campanella, along with speakers who met 
the group at each stop along the way, were instrumental in 
making this excursion a success.  
Alumni Engagement
If you cannot tell by now, Planners’ Forum was busy 
this year! The group also launched an exciting new Alumni 
Mentorship Program.  The program matches each current 
graduate student with a DCRP alumnus who works in 
the student’s area of interest to help give students more 
personalized guidance on their professional and career 
goals.  From Buenos Aires to New Orleans to Chapel Hill, 
we had 49 alums volunteer their expertise and insight to 
first- and second-year students embarking on their planning 
careers.  The matches are intended to be for one year, but 
the hope is that students will carry these connections into 
their professional network beyond the DCRP program.  
Besides the mentorship program, DCRP alumni 
have continued to stay involved at UNC.  The Carolina 
Transportation Program organized a career panel that 
brought six alums back to campus to speak about their work 
and reflect on how they have applied what they learned 
in the program.  Alumni are also regular guest lecturers 
in DCRP classes and featured speakers for brown bag 
lunches.  In the same month that Tina Prevette (MCRP ’09) 
spoke to Associate Professor Nichola Lowe’s Economic 
Development Policy course, she was also recognized by 
the Graduate School with a 2012 Impact Award for her 
work on expanding market opportunities for the state’s 
livestock producers.
Workshops
This year’s second-year workshop courses offered 
great opportunities for students to apply the skills they 
learned in class to projects in a variety of North Carolina 
communities.  
In the fall, Land Use and Environmental Planning 
students focused on coastal North Carolina in collaboration 
with North Carolina’s Eastern Region Military Growth 
Task Force.  Drawing on comparative communities to 
develop three alternative futures, the project demonstrates 
the application of scenario planning principles in Carteret 
County in order to inform a larger nine-county Reality 
Check effort planned for Fall 2012.  The effort illustrated 
that the primary benefit of scenario planning is to broaden 
the participants’ frames of mind; helping shake them from 
previously held assumptions and conceive of difficult 
policy trade-offs.
Also in the fall, Economic Development students 
joined with Housing and Community Development 
students to analyze two commercial districts in West 
Durham.  Teams of students identified new opportunities 
for these areas and presented the options to Self-Help and 
community partner, Quality of Life Project.  Two team 
members are currently working with Self-Help to further 
develop the proposed project for one of the commercial 
districts – Kent Corner.
In the spring, Transportation students worked with a 
group of local Durham health organizations and community 
members to examine the issue of coordinated health care 
and transportation planning—a very timely issue in many 
communities.  The students completed a technical analysis 
of fixed-route transit accessibility, a survey of available 
grants for funding improvements, and a set of interviews 
with planners across the country who are working to 
solve similar problems in their communities.  The group 
learned that locating health centers along transit lines does 
not equate to good accessibility—there is a critical gap 
in funding opportunities for low-income households who 
need improved access to health care, and transportation 
expenditures are not tracked closely by health care 
organizations. 
For the third year in a row, students in the Placemaking 
and Real Estate specialization participated in the spring 
ULI/Gerald D. Hines Student Urban Design Competition. 
DCRP students formed four multi-disciplinary teams with 
North Carolina State University students and competed 
with other teams across the country to develop the best 
long-term redevelopment plan for a new downtown district 
in Houston, Texas.  Two of the teams placed first and third 
at the state level.
One student who is receiving attention outside 
the planning community is MCRP/MLA student Matt 
Tomasulo who is making headlines in outlets that span 
the regional newspaper to national and international news 
sites, including the BBC and Atlantic Cities.  Matt initiated 
an unsanctioned street sign campaign in Raleigh that was 
designed to make walkability a topic of conversation 
among residents and city officials.  Although the signs 
were initially removed, the City of Raleigh decided to 
turn Matt’s idea into a pilot program.  A News & Observer 
article quoted Raleigh Planning Director Mitch Silver as 
saying that Matt is part of a national trend of “tactical 
urbanism” led by civic-minded urbanites looking to create 
awareness and solutions for cities’ problems (2012).  
Indeed, 2011-2012 was a great year at DCRP! Stay 
tuned for more important events, community projects, and 
innovative ideas to come from the DCRP community!
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Triumph of the City
Edward Glaeser
Reviewed by Peter Cvelich
Beneath the electric haze of 
the big city lights, another more 
organic energy illuminates the 
streets and towers of the world’s 
greatest urban settlements—human 
ingenuity.  Human ingenuity 
gave rise to the city and human 
ingenuity continues to radiate 
through the dense networks of collaboration that growing 
cities conduct like flashing synapses.
In Triumph of the City, Edward Glaeser extols a 
vision of the metropolis as the nerve center of society and 
the engine of growth. Chapter by chapter, he presents the 
numerous ways in which urban living has lifted mankind 
to new heights and how our cities must be stimulated if 
we expect prosperity to increase and spread to the poorest 
parts of the globe. Planners seeking to grasp the trends and 
theories influencing the direction of urban growth ought 
to avail themselves of this widely-acclaimed treatise—
which is part history, part economics, and part sociology. 
At each step in the book, Glaeser strikes at 
conventional criticisms that condemn cities for their 
problems but ignore the potential of cities as cauldrons 
of creativity and self-renewing innovation. For instance, 
Glaeser takes exception with the notion that urban 
poverty is a symptom of city failure, noting that people 
do not become poor in the city. Rather, they arrive in the 
city already poor with a hope of gaining wealth, which 
many do. He argues that urban density supports the 
flourishing of human capital by providing employment 
and entrepreneurship opportunities that are not feasible in 
smaller markets.
While many have heralded the flattening of the 
world through information technologies and the declining 
importance of physical gathering, Glaeser notes that the 
prevalence of mobile communications simply increases 
the demand for face-to-face interaction by making the 
world more relationship intensive.
Much of Triumph of the City is directed at the policies 
and programs that boost or burden the competitiveness 
of individual cities and their nations. However, Glaeser 
also highlights the ways in which the direction of urban 
policy can influence global trends.  He calls out the 
hypocrisy of preservationists and environmentalists who 
disrupt vertical development for fear that it will harm 
their environment while ignoring the ripple effects of 
that action on increasing sprawl. As a country with one 
of the largest carbon footprints, Glaeser states that the 
U.S. must redirect the development path of its cities 
to mitigate global climate change.  If the U.S. wants 
to influence middle-income countries like China and 
India—which have embraced many elements of the car 
culture and aversion to high-density growth—it must lead 
by example.
The book includes captivating profiles of the historical 
personalities and political dynamics that led to some of 
the incredible breakthroughs and incendiary catastrophes 
of urban change in the U.S., Europe, and Asia. Glaeser 
extracts the elements of success in the strategies of places 
like Singapore and Boston to become clean, stable, well-
educated cities and economic powerhouses. He also 
points out examples of failure across history, such as the 
misguided attempts of Detroit Mayor Coleman Young in 
the 1970s to revitalize the declining downtown through 
massive construction projects in an already overbuilt city. 
In sweeping across such a broad array of topics, 
Glaeser inevitably brushes past some nitty-gritty debates, 
particularly about the governance and financing of 
school districts in metropolitan areas. Furthermore, 
though he calls for “spatial neutrality” in public policy 
so as not to bias consumers against urban living, Glaeser 
reveals his urban bias in recommending state and federal 
government to focus poverty reduction programs on cities 
or in lamenting “anti-urban” policies such as gas taxes to 
subsidize highway construction.
Book Reviews
Peter Cvelich is a dual degree student in City and Regional 
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Nevertheless, Glaeser weaves together a compelling 
narrative of the systems that interact to foster or undermine 
productive cities. Triumph of the City is a worthwhile read 
for any scholar of the interplay between public policy 
and the way we live (as urban planners ought to be), as 
well as any casual observer of his or her own community. 
Wherever you live or whatever occupation you pursue, 
cities matter to how you eat, travel, work, study, and play, 
even in ways you would not recognize. That is until you 
read Triumph of the City. 
Insurgent Public Space: 
Guerrilla Urbanism and the 
Remaking of Contemporary 
Cities
Jeffrey Hou (ed.)
Reviewed by Maire Dekle
Dancing Beijing residents 
turn overpasses into impromptu 
stages; San Francisco parking 
spaces become temporary pocket 
parks; private residential Tokyo 
gardens are newly opened to the public street.  Each of 
these can be categorized as acts of  “guerrilla urbanism.” 
Insurgent Public Space, a recent collection of essays edited 
by University of Washington professor Jeffrey Hou, offers 
an exploration of these innovative (and often extralegal) 
alterations to urban space.  As one of the few scholarly 
texts on this topic, the collection carries the burden of 
introducing this movement and its underlying theories. 
In Hou’s introduction, he defines guerrilla urbanism 
broadly as “citizen initiatives and informal activities” (9) 
occurring in – and redefining – urban public space.  Such 
actions have garnered increased attention since the book’s 
2010 publication.  For example, the aforementioned 
repurposing of parking spaces into small parks has spread 
nationwide via Park(ing) Day, and the Occupy Wall Street 
movement has generated dialogue around citizen use of 
privately owned public spaces, or POPS.  
Hou’s collection is comprised of 20 essays describing 
guerrilla urbanist projects, primarily in east Asia and 
western North America.  Hou frames these case studies 
with a six-category typology, focusing on the underlying 
intentions of the “remaking” of urban space in each 
example: from appropriating public spaces, to contesting 
their existing meanings.  For the cover-to-cover reader, 
these categories quickly blur as the essays that follow 
defy easy categorization, covering projects across a 
spectrum of complexity, public and private involvement, 
and engagement with existing theories and practices. 
Similarly, the quality of writing and depth of analysis 
varies widely throughout the collection.
Despite these issues, the collection is frequently 
thought-provoking and even exciting, sparking new 
ideas about the creation and use of public spaces.  The 
examples described include a variety of interventions: 
from temporary night markets, to experimental housing, 
to the creation of a digital archive of urban ephemera. 
Throughout, the authors focus on the importance of 
diversity, highlighting a key feature of the guerrilla 
urbanist movement: ensuring that the public has access to 
space in the city that meets their needs and interests, with 
an expansive and inclusive definition of that “public.” 
Throughout the collection, planners are frequently 
lumped in with the political power structures that these 
projects circumvent, and little attention is paid to the 
basic safety and legal concerns surrounding many of these 
projects.  However, the collection does have relevance 
to planners – particularly those who are struggling to 
define their role and manage public participation in 
projects.  These cases offer another model for municipal 
governments: where possible, allow the public to set the 
agenda in rethinking underused spaces.  
While the focus of the volume is more descriptive 
than prescriptive, a few essays begin to delve into 
techniques that readers could adopt or adapt in working 
towards this new model: Merker’s essay on the Rebar 
design collective’s practices is particularly helpful, giving 
would-be guerrilla urbanists a theoretical framework 
within which to locate their actions, and Villagomez’s 
typology of “residual space” (including rooftops, pieces 
of redundant infrastructure, etc.) encourages reflection on 
the underutilized corners of one’s own community.  For 
the reader open to rethinking the nature of public space, 
Insurgent Public Space is an energizing read.
Crawfish Bottom
Douglas Boyd
Reviewed by Patrick Nerz
In his book Crawfish Bottom, 
Douglas Boyd explores the 
history of a Frankfort, Kentucky 
neighborhood forever erased from 
physical space.  Boyd’s colorful 
descriptions, which often read more 
like a movie script than a synthesis 
of oral histories, provide readers 
with a rich and insightful understanding of the Crawfish 
Bottom community.  Crawfish Bottom was originally 
settled in the aftermath of the Civil War; freed men and 
women located in the neighborhood because housing 
was inexpensive due to frequent and destructive floods 
from the Kentucky River.  The neighborhood became 
synonymous with crime, vice, and poverty seemingly 
from inception.  This reputation ultimately made the 
neighborhood a prime target for demolition during urban 
renewal in the late 1960s and early 1970s.  
A simple history of the life and death of the 
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neighborhood might have been sufficiently captivating, 
but Boyd’s book is more than a story of another 
neighborhood unduly razed by urban renewal.  Through an 
exploration of historical memory, Boyd provides readers 
with a tangible sense of place and an understanding of 
what it meant to be a resident of Crawfish Bottom.  Boyd 
begins his construction of place by examining newspaper 
coverage of the neighborhood, exploring the significance 
of the neighborhood’s sobriquets, and identifying how 
residents defined neighborhood boundaries.  Having 
established a basic understanding of neighborhood 
dynamics, Boyd uses interviews with former residents to 
flesh out the significance of neighborhood institutions and 
characters, the relationship between the neighborhood 
and the larger city, and the bonds that created community 
cohesion.
Boyd’s achievement in Crawfish Bottom is teasing 
out a nuanced understanding of a neighborhood susceptible 
to stock characterization.  To many outsiders, Crawfish 
Bottom was defined solely by crime.  Indeed, Boyd’s 
work shows that this reputation was not unfounded; bar 
fights, political corruption, whorehouses, and gambling 
were very much a part of the neighborhood landscape. 
On the other hand, many former neighborhood residents 
celebrate the Crawfish Bottom for its high levels of social 
interaction and ability to provide for residents.  Boyd 
straddles these viewpoints, skillfully interpreting oral 
history to illustrate the rich and compelling neighborhood 
that was lost.  The Crawfish Bottom that emerges is full 
of contradiction; crime in the midst of community, seedy 
nightclubs and model community organizations on the 
same block, and complex characters like John Fallis, 
the King of Craw, a charitable yet murderous grocery 
store owner feared and loved by the community. In his 
book, Boyd successfully captures the complexity of the 
Crawfish Bottom neighborhood and provides readers 
with an intimate sense of what was lost.
The Invention of Brownstone 
Brooklyn
Suleiman Osman
Reviewed by Daniel Widis
Few can argue about the 
transformative and profound 
impact of gentrification on 
the postwar American urban 
landscape.  While academic 
journals and newspaper editorials 
continue to swell with contrasting pieces on the blessings 
and/or ills of this “back to the city” urbanism, Suleiman 
Osman’s brilliant The Invention of Brownstone Brooklyn 
steers clear of making any sort of explicit value judgment. 
While Osman’s work is ostensibly an urban history of 
gentrification in New York City’s most populous borough, 
the true subject is not the place, but the characters that give 
it life.  In teasing out the attitudes, convictions, and values 
of the gentrifiers, or “brownstoners,” and the many times 
contradictory impulses that drove them to recreate and 
“reimagine” a forgotten urban landscape, Osman creates 
a truly memorable and powerful piece of scholarship.
 By the end of World War II, the area known as 
South Brooklyn was a “polycultural, polycentric and 
polyhistorical cityscape.”  Disgusted with the sterility of 
suburbia and desperate for diversity and “authenticity,” 
young, highly educated professionals began moving to 
Brooklyn’s oldest, but now largely depressed, residential 
district, Brooklyn Heights.  A neighborhood ravaged by 
the flight of wealthy residents to the nascent suburbs in 
the early 20th century, Brooklyn Heights’  once majestic 
brownstones were in  severe disrepair.  While the 
rehabilitation of these structures and the revitalizing of 
their urban environment were the most visible elements 
of this new “brownstoning” movement, its heart and 
soul was a “do-it-yourself”, counterculture ideology that 
would have a profound impact on the social, political, and 
physical environment of the American city. 
 Osman argues that many of these “brownstoners” 
imagined themselves as urban pioneers building 
settlements in the wilderness”—out to reclaim, rediscover, 
and rehabilitate an urban environment lost to decades of 
decay.  Brooklyn Heights quickly became the “birthplace 
of a new romantic urban ideal”, a jarring juxtaposition to 
the “dominant modernist ideology of the 1950s.”  With 
Brooklyn Heights providing both the ideological and 
physical foundation, brownstoners ventured further into 
South Brooklyn through the 1960s and 70s, renovating, 
recreating, and, most importantly according to Osman, 
reimagining neighborhoods as they went. 
 Unfortunately, like colonists centuries before them, 
the landscapes that Brownstoner’s physically altered were 
not vacant and empty. Osman brilliantly, and objectively, 
describes the instances of conflict and cooperation 
between these new “settlers” and communities that had 
existed there for decades.  While partnerships did exist, 
and at many times were highly successful, Osman argues 
that the politicizing of this brownstoning ideology, as 
much socially liberal as it was opposition to centralized, 
big government, helps to explain the death of New Deal 
liberalism.
 The brilliance of Osman’s work is at times its most 
frustrating aspect.  Left without a compass by the author, 
the reader is forced to confront his or her own messy 
opinions on class, race, and gentrification.  There are no 
heroes and villains in Osman’s narrative.  Instead, there 
are just competing characters, all with their own values, 
hopes, and dreams contesting a single urban space.  For 
those looking for an incredibly thought-provoking, 
detailed account of the motivations, confrontations, and 
at times hypocrisies, of the gentrification movement, 
Suleiman Osman’s The Invention of Brownstone Brooklyn 
is a must read. 
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I’ve always loved trains; the sound of a locomotive’s 
air horn piercing the night is as calming to me as a glass 
of wine.  Rail, in my opinion, is the only civilized way to 
travel, with none of the stress and acrimony that comes from 
driving or flying.  The United States pioneered the art of train 
travel well over a century ago, and by the 1930s possessed 
the finest rail infrastructure on Earth—including a vast 
matrix of streetcars and “inter-urbans” that delivered you 
practically at your doorstep.  Of course, the civility of rail 
travel was sacrificed after World War II for the holy motor 
car, which flattered our American individualist ego and—
let’s face it—proved awfully convenient for getting around. 
My own town of Hillsborough was part of the nation’s 
rail grid for a full century before Southern Railway, facing a 
sharp decline in ridership, ended passenger service in March, 
1964; the little depot at the foot of Nash Street was pulled 
down not long afterward.  People have talked longingly ever 
since of “bringing back the train”—at first driven largely 
by nostalgia, more recently by a growing awareness about 
sustainability and the need to reduce our dependency on 
motor vehicles and the fossil fuels that drive them.  In 2007, 
I became involved with a group of residents who launched 
a signature campaign urging local officials to get Orange 
County literally “back on track.”  I had students in my site 
planning and urban design class that fall develop schemes 
for a vacant parcel along the rail corridor within walking 
distance of downtown.  The campaign struck a chord.  The 
local press wrote stories; The Daily Tar Heel ran an editorial 
in favor of a station.  The usually inscrutable North Carolina 
Railroad Company applauded our actions, as did the North 
Carolina Department of Transportation.  Even Amtrak got 
on board with a study indicating that adding a Hillsborough 
stop on the popular Carolinian run would be profitable.
I had been serving all along on the Hillsborough 
Planning Board, and was now appointed to chair a task force 
to move the station effort forward.  Given that all this had 
begun at the grassroots—literally with a group of citizens 
talking over coffee at Cup-a-Joe—I took for granted that 
we had the blessing of the people.  Responses to a survey 
we conducted in January, 2009 said as much: except for a 
couple of cranks, virtually no one was against the train 
station.  Once an actual site was selected, however, things 
changed.  Now another set of citizens rose up none too 
pleased that a transit-oriented development might blossom 
in their neighborhood.  The ensuing struggle taught me an 
important lesson about planning in a democratic society. 
Even broadly accepted societal goals have to touch ground 
somewhere, and at that point of contact there is almost 
always conflict.  People may agree in principle that we need 
to reduce our carbon footprint, develop public transit, or 
house the poor and homeless; they just don’t want to bear 
a disproportionate cost—real or perceived—of achieving 
such goals.  It’s rarely a case of “don’t built it at all,” but 
rather—to quote the slogan of Chapel Hill “progressives” 
opposed to a planned homeless shelter—”Find a Better 
Site.”  Of course, that “better site” is invariably in someone 
else’s backyard.
There are two ways of dealing with this.  One is to 
interpret it as smug ignorance and fight the Philistines 
tooth and nail; the other is to anticipate and accept such 
opposition as an inevitable part of the democratic process. 
For the record, I chose the former—at least at first.  Why? 
Ego, for starts, and my admittedly pious conviction that I 
knew better and was “Doing the Right Thing.”  I had heard 
rumblings that the neighborhood near the station site was not 
happy, but I feared that opening up the planning process—
staging a charrette specifically for this community, as was 
proposed—would slow down or imperil the whole project. 
I also felt, frankly, that community’s basis for opposition 
was simply wrong; that, far from threatening property 
values, the development would make theirs one of the most 
sought-after neighborhoods in the town.  What I missed 
here was that many of these residents had come to this quiet 
country town to get away from the very sort of urbanism I 
was advocating.  As one couple put it to the Town Board, 
“Campanella wants to turn our Mayberry into Manhattan.”
But even more crucially, I missed the fact that the 
root of resistance was not the station itself, but a sense 
that we had snubbed the neighborhood by failing to bring 
it into the planning process from the start.  This turned 
even those supportive of the effort against us.  Far from 
jeopardizing the project, making the affected community 
a valued participant in the process would have saved us all 
a lot of headaches and remedial diplomacy and moved us 
closer to achieving our goal.  In the end, the conflict was 
really over competing futures and what, for lack of a better 
term, we might term planning’s scope of relevancy.  To the 
neighborhood, planning was about preserving values of 
semi-rural solitude; to me it was about larger societal goals 
of smart growth and sustainability.  Both were valid, both 
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